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One of the historical models of spiritual formation needed today is the spiritual
practice of discernment. With recent changes to PC(USA) polity, local Presbyteries now
have more flexibility and authority. Councils must not only discern how and to what
Christ is inviting them in regards to their mission on a strategic level; they must decide
how they will fulfill that mission together on a tactical level. In the midst of this decisionmaking, Presbyteries are also determining how to respond to congregations who are
seeking to disaffiliate with the denomination due to differences of opinions over new
ordination standards.
How can PC(USA) councils, which invariably have diverse voices and strong
opinions, foster group discernment, engage in decision-making, and follow Christ’s
leading in the ongoing mission of God? This dissertation addresses the question, “Would
the introduction and practice of a contemplative, relational discernment model in
conjunction with the existing rational discernment processes enhance the decisionmaking in governing bodies of the Presbyterian Church (USA)?”
This dissertation seeks to make the case that there is a Scriptural, theological and
historical basis for contemplative, relational discernment practices and that by

ix

incorporating the practices decision-making in the PC(USA) councils could be enhanced.
To make this case, Chapter One opens with a vignette displaying factors that led to this
study. The problem, context, definitions and thesis is also presented. In Chapter Two, a
Biblical foundation for how Scripture can inform our understanding of discipleship and
discernment is explored while looking at the Biblical witness of the relational nature of
God. Chapter Three examines theological concepts that provide support for a
contemplative, relational discernment model. These include a perichoretic view of the
Trinity and lessons from pneumatology, Christology and ecclesiology. Chapter Four
explores historical examples of discernment: the Ignatian model of discernment and its
practice of divine reading, two discernment practices of the Society of Friends (Quakers),
and spiritual direction. Chapter Four will also review some examples of ways in which
believers have historically discerned God’s presence and direction. Chapter Five explores
concepts from natural science (human biology) and social science (psychology) that,
when applied, could enhance the experience of relational discernment and decision
making. Topic areas in Chapter Five include: the biological affect of adrenaline on
cognitive functioning, emotional intelligence, and self-differentiation. Chapter Six
summarizes the ground covered in the paper and proposes a solution.
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GLOSSARY

Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (USA). The constitution of the Presbyterian
Church (USA) is made up of two parts: The Book of Confessions and the Book of
Order, as defined in G-1.0500 of the Book of Order. The Book of Confessions has
creeds, confessions and catechisms to express what Presbyterians believe, while
the Book of Order functions as the by-laws, expressing the polity of the PC(USA),
for the four levels of councils within the denomination.1
councils. Councils are governing boards within the denomination composed of elected
presbyters (elders). The four councils are: session, presbytery, synod and General
Assembly.2
General Assembly. The General Assembly (GA), which meets every other year, is the
council of the whole PC(USA) church (G-3.-501). The GA has power of
administrative review and control over synods, which in turn have oversight and
control over presbyteries.3
polity. Polity is a system of rules that govern a church. There are three fundamental
aspects of the PC(USA) polity: constitutional, relational, and representative.4
Councils rely on the constitution of the PC(USA) (see above) for governance. The
church is also relational in nature through their participation with other
congregations in mission and ministry and by participating in the various levels of
governance (see session, presbytery, synod and General Assembly).5 The third
fundamental aspect of Presbyterian polity is that it is representative. However,
those who have been elected to serve on governing councils vote their conscience
and cannot be directed to vote in a particular way.6
presbytery. According to G-3.0301 of the Book of Order, “the presbytery is the council
serving as a corporate expression of the church within a certain district and is
composed of all the congregations and teaching elders within that district.”
Presbyteries have the power of administrative review and control over sessions. A
1

Joan S. Gray and Joyce C. Tucker, Presbyterian Polity for Church Officers, (Louisville: Geneva
Press, 1999), 7.
2

Ibid., 9.

3

Ibid., 10.

4

Ibid., 5.

5

Ibid., 8.

6

Ibid., 5.

xi

presbytery oversees congregations in their jurisdiction to make sure the
congregations “are acting in accord with the Constitution of the church.”7
Presbytery members elect ruling and teaching elders to participate on various
committees and in different roles within the Presbytery. Presbyteries also elect
presbyters to be commissioner representatives from the Presbytery to the Synod
council and to the General Assembly (G-3.0302).
ruling elder. A ruling elder is an elected presbyter from the congregation, chosen to
“exercise leadership, government, spiritual discernment, and disciples and have
responsibilities for the life of a congregation as well as the whole church,
including ecumenical relationships. When elected by the congregation, they shall
serve faithfully as members of the session. When elected as commissioners to
higher councils, ruling elders participate and vote with the same authority as
teaching elders, and they are eligible for any office” (G-2.0301).
session. According to G-3.0201 of the Book of Order, “the session is the council for the
congregation.” Congregations elect presbyters to govern as members of their
session. Per G-3.0202 of the Book of Order sessions “have a particular
responsibility to participate in the life of the whole church through participation in
other councils.” Therefore, sessions select commissioners to participate in
presbytery meetings and nominate presbyters from their congregation for
Presbytery committees and officers.
synod. According to G-3.0401 of the Book of Order, a synod “is the intermediate council
serving as a corporate expression of the church throughout its region.” Synods
have the power of administrative review and control over presbyteries in its
region and are “responsible for the life and mission of the church throughout its
(their) region and for supporting the ministry and mission of its (their)
presbyteries as they seek to support the witness of the congregations, to the end
that the church throughout its (their) region becomes a community of faith, hope,
love and witness” (G-3.0401).
teaching elder. A teaching elder, also known as a Minister of Word and Sacrament,
“shall in all things be committed to teaching the faith and equipping the saints for
the work of ministry.” They may serve as preachers and teachers of the Word,
administer the sacraments, and participate in the responsibilities of governance
(G-2.0501).

7

Ibid., 9.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
“Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?”
Jesus replied: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your
soul and with all your mind.” This is the first and greatest commandment. And
the second is like it: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” All the Law and the
Prophets hang on these two commandments.1

A Discernment Story
Preface to Vignette
This is a liminal time for the Presbyterian Church (USA), hereafter called the
PC(USA). Tension and uncertainty abounds within the denomination as congregations
across the country seek to disaffiliate with the PC(USA) over the issue of gay and lesbian
ordination. This is also a time for hope. Margaret Wheatley writes of the opportunities
that can arise out of creative tension. In her book, Leadership and the New Science, she
could be speaking prophetically to the situation in which PC(USA) councils find
themselves when she writes, “The things we fear most in organizations – disruptions,
confusion, chaos – need not be interpreted as signs that we are about to be destroyed.
Instead, these conditions are necessary to awaken creativity.”2 The PC(USA) has an
opportunity to listen for the Spirit’s “still, small voice” and be open to God’s creativity in
and through the various governing boards, so that together they can navigate the
challenges of change facing the PC(USA).

1

Matthew 22:36-40.

2

Margaret J. Wheatley, Leadership and the New Science: Learning about Organization from an
Orderly Universe (San Francisco: Berret-Kohler, 1992), 21.

1

2
The following vignette is a fictional scenario not unique to one congregational
council. The fictitious Pacific Northwest congregation at the center of this story is part of
the PC(USA) denomination. For those unfamiliar with the denomination, the glossary
defines several key terms pertaining to the governing structure of the PC(USA). The
vignette begins with Richard Smith, who has been the pastor of Faith Presbyterian
Church of Anywhere, Washington for 25 years, moderating the August 2012 session3
meeting of Faith Presbyterian Church.
Vignette
“Good evening, everyone,” pastor Richard greeted the session members. He
continued, “Please join me in prayer as we open this council meeting. Lord, you have
called us to be your holy people and to do your will. We want to serve you and be your
hands and feet in a world that needs the Gospel. We thank you for the many blessings we
have and ask for your presence to guide us in the work of your kingdom. May you be
glorified! In Christ’s holy name we pray, amen.”
Pastor Richard then asked for the agenda to be approved and mentioned that in his
pastoral report he would be speaking about the recent General Assembly (GA) meeting of
the PC(USA) and offering his thoughts on how Faith PC should respond. Thirty minutes
later, after the Clerk of Session’s report and some miscellaneous items, Richard
commented, “As you know, last month the 2012 GA meeting was held. There have been
a number of churches unhappy about the change in ordination standards stemming from
the work of the 2010 GA meeting. Some commissioners at the 2012 meeting are now
seeking an official statement of approval from the PC(USA) for gay and lesbian
3

As noted in the glossary, the session is the congregational governing board.

3
marriage.” The tension of the room was suddenly palpable. Bodies stiffened, hands
folded, gazes became more intense. “We here at Faith Presbyterian have not taken a stand
on this issue, but after this latest round of talks, I think it is time to publicly state what we
believe. God has called us to be a holy witness to the world. You have heard me preach
on this. My theological position on the subject of homosexuality isn’t something new.”
Some members in the room were slowly nodding their heads, others looked down at their
laps. Unaffected, the pastor continued, “And I would guess that probably seventy-five
percent of the congregation feels the same. The other twenty-five percent may not care
one way or the other. Therefore, I believe that we need to consider whether it is time to
align ourselves with another denomination that holds the Scriptures in higher regard.”
Pastor Richard went on to explain how he had spoken to pastor friends from other
presbyteries and four of the pastors and congregations who were also looking at
affiliation with a new denomination, the Covenant Order of Evangelical Presbyterians,
started by former Presbyterian leaders of congregations like theirs. “The COEP could be
a great fit for our congregation.”
As pastor Richard handed out copies of his proposal he stated, “Here are copies of
a schedule I’m proposing, which I’d like for us to approve tonight. As you can see, we
will set up a sub team of council to study what the Scripture says about homosexuality,
which I will lead. Then the team will come back to the session and report before we
communicate our findings with the congregation. We will call a congregational meeting
and publish articles in the church newsletter to reach as many members as we can. During
the congregational meeting the members can give us their feedback on the proposed
direction the session will suggest. Once we have made our decision, we will inform the

4
executive officer of the Mountainview Presbytery, of which we are a part. We will also
have a team of intercessors praying for the team studying the Scriptures, our leadership
team, our congregation, our presbytery and the PC(USA). Does anyone have any
comments or questions?”
For a few moments the session was silent as their pastor’s words sunk in. Several
elders now energetically nodded their heads in agreement. Comments could be heard
around the room, “I agree,” “It’s sad, but yes, we need to do this,” and “Yes.”
Martha, a successful businesswoman and the elder who oversaw the adult
Christian formation, responded, “I agree, Pastor Richard. I think it’s definitely time we
did something.”
Carrie, a new elder on the session who was responsible for overseeing fellowship
ministry slipped her hand up and asked, “This schedule seems pretty ambitious. Do we
need to make a decision in the next few months?”
Before Pastor Richard could respond, Martha, long-time influential member of the
church that she was, blurted out, “Carrie, we are called to be a witness in the world, not to
be conformed to the culture surrounding us. Taking a stand is our way to witness.”
No one else offered any comments or questions after Martha’s passionate
response to Carrie. The pastor’s motion was made and approved to proceed as planned
and the meeting continued.
After the meeting, Carrie walked to her car alone with her unease. She enjoyed
the company of others on the council and respected their passion for serving Christ. She
knew these people had a heart for their Reformed faith and were people who valued study
and prayer. In fact, council meetings never started without first being opened with prayer.

5
As the governing body for the congregation, they took seriously their responsibility to
make good decisions because they knew their decisions affected the people in the
congregation. But something didn’t feel right.
Later that night, Carrie reflected on her sense of unease. It wasn’t that people
weren’t given a chance to express their opinions, although Carrie felt a little awkward
that no one else on the session questioned the pastor’s plan. It seemed as if the decision
had already been made to leave their denomination before the council had spent any time
discerning what God wanted. Now they would go through the motions and ask God to
bless their decision.
Carrie prayed for help in understanding and then sat in silence listening for the
Spirit’s promptings; a new spiritual practice she had recently learned. As she did so,
Carrie started to sense that the proposal presented to the council called for more than
“decision-making” based on study and debate. She had the sense that there were more
questions that needed to be considered, although she didn’t know what the questions
were. The thought occurred to her that nowhere in the proposal was time allotted for
sitting in silence and listening for the voice of God. Carrie began to feel that time spent in
silence, listening for the “still small voice of God” as a group could be valuable, in order
to determine the course of action.
Carrie was reluctant to suggest this since she had just recently learned the spiritual
practices of listening prayer and meditation in a neighborhood Christian study group.
However, she felt compelled by the sense of the Spirit in her time of silent listening.
Carrie determined that she would contact pastor Richard in the morning and ask about the

6
possibility of the sub team of council practicing listening prayer, in addition to their
regular practices of study and discussion.
When she did so the next morning, she was told that people would be
uncomfortable sitting in silence and it would be disruptive. Pastor Richard finished by
saying, “Carrie, I appreciate your concern, but God’s Word has been given to us for a
reason. It provides the rule for how we are to live. We will find our answers in the
Scriptures. That being said, I hear in your words that prayer is important to you, so please
continue to pray for the sub team and the council as we work our way through this
process.”
Unfortunately and to the detriment of the Church, this scenario represents a
multitude of congregations around the country in the PC(USA) who are deciding to leave
the denomination. The congregational council in this story was not going to engage other
members of the presbytery in their discernment process until after they had determined
they were going to leave. Their actions were more reflective of a congregational polity in
which a congregation is autonomous, for example, like a Baptist church than the
relational nature of the PC(USA) denomination.4
Some churches do not offer opportunities to learn the contemplative practices that
historically have helped believers discern God’s communication to them, such as the
listening prayer and meditation that Carrie had learned from her neighborhood Christian

4

Joan S. Gray and Joyce C. Tucker, Presbyterian Polity for Church Officers, 3d ed. (Louisville:
Geneva Press, 1999), 9. The four levels of governing bodies include the Session, the Presbytery, the Synod
and the General Assembly. The PC(USA) polity reflects the value of “governance by group” and is based
upon the belief that “groups are less likely to fall into error than are individuals” (5).

7
study group. This lack of educational and experiential opportunities was what I
experienced in several evangelical churches I attended throughout my life.
Factors Leading to this Study
My mid-life call to become a minister came at a time when I enjoyed a successful
managerial career. I had been recruited to work for the computing division of Boeing
Commercial Airplane Group on what became one of the world’s largest projects to
reengineer the business processes, supporting computing systems and organizational
structures. My managerial experience on this project provided many opportunities to
engage in cross-organizational discussions and decision making. Decision making
included activities such as, but not limited to: gathering data, studying costs and benefits,
considering challenges and opportunities, analyzing available human, financial and
material resources and then voting in change board meetings (the meetings in which
organizational representatives had the power to authorize changes). I noticed that there
were many similarities between how decisions were made at work and how my church
council made decisions. I was comfortable in that environment and with the type of
decision making that relied on reason. As a Christian, I also looked to God for help
through supplication and intercessory prayer.
However, when I received my call to ministry I became aware that I had a limited
understanding of how to navigate the new spiritual terrain I had entered. I was about to
discover that decision making in ministry would rely more heavily on relationships (with
both God and people) and trust as much as rationale thinking. Voting would no longer
suffice. I was about to be stretched into unfamiliar territory.

8
Prior to receiving my spiritual call, I had decided to seek counseling to help
process my grief over the deaths of two significant people in my life. During worship on
the Sunday immediately following my first appointment, I was startled when I clearly
heard this question in my head, “Do you trust me?” I had never experienced anything like
this, but knew instinctively that it was God speaking. Although I had never considered
the question before, I instantly reacted with a sense of anger that God did not ask whether
I loved him. From my childhood I had always thought I loved God with all my heart,
soul, and mind. But in that moment of clarity I realized part of me didn’t fully trust God,
so I could not love fully without trust. Within what felt like a split second, I went from
pain and anger to pain and yearning. I responded to God from my heart, “No, but I want
to.”
As a result of sharing this story with my counselor, he loaned me his copy of
Richard Foster’s book, Celebration of Discipline, and gave me a quick lesson from the
chapter on meditation.5 One morning soon afterwards I set aside time to meditate. It was
to be an experiment, but the result was not what I expected. I received a vision with Jesus
calling me to ministry. My church experience had not provided educational or mentoring
opportunities that would help me create a framework for understanding these
experiences. In fact, upon hearing my story the pastor suggested I might feel more at
home in a charismatic church than the evangelical church he pastored.6 I devoured

5

Richard J. Foster, Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth, (San Francisco:
HarperSanFrancisco, 1978, 1988), 15-33. While Richard Foster and others have written about spiritual
disciplines, others have referred to spiritual disciplines as spiritual practices or exercises. I will be referring
to them as spiritual practices.
6

By charismatic, he meant a church that embraces the gifts of the spirit more commonly
associated with churches within the Pentecostal tradition. The spiritual gifts of healing, tongues, visions,
dreams and words of knowledge are included in his view of spiritual gifts no longer common in modern
day. In his book, Streams of Living Water, Richard Foster writes of various Christian traditions and notes

9
Scripture seeking to understand the Holy Spirit’s work in my life. My counselor became
the mentor and spiritual guide that I needed, rather than my pastor.
The encounters with Jesus were compelling. They provided me the confidence to
leave my career and prepare for some kind of ministry, although I was reluctant at first to
accept a path leading to ordination as a minister. Acceptance of that path would take
several years of deepening self-awareness, healing and discernment. While pursuing my
Master of Divinity in seminary and a certification program to become a spiritual director,
I became aware of additional contemplative spiritual practices such as lectio divina,
listening prayer, meditation and imaginative contemplation.7 While teaching what I
learned with others I observed that, like myself, there are other people, lay people and
ministers alike, who have not had educational or experiential opportunities to learn these
contemplative practices. Yet, these spiritual practices can be valuable for discipleship.
Rather than joining the charismatics, my spiritual journey led me from an
Evangelical Covenant church to a church in the PC(USA) where I was an intern for adult
spiritual formation, in fulfillment of the field study requirement for the Fuller Theological
Seminary’s Master of Divinity program. I discovered that the lack of spiritual
discernment in decision making was not limited to my former church or my private story
only, but was in fact a widespread weakness plaguing the church.

the strengths and potential perils of each. Avoiding the perils in each tradition is important for all disciples.
Foster notes three themes defining the evangelical tradition: proclaiming the Gospel, “the centrality of
Scripture” as the “repository of the Gospel” and the “confessional witness of the early Christian community
as a faithful interpretation of the gospel” (1998), 219.
7

Lectio divina is Latin for divine reading. The practice of lectio divina includes activities that
overlap with the other activities I listed: listening prayer, meditation and imaginative contemplation;
however, one does not need to be engaging in lectio divina to practice listening prayer, meditation or
imaginative contemplation. A more detailed explanation of these practices will be given in Chapter Four.
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After becoming a member of my presbytery’s council I began participating in
discussions with church elders from other congregations seeking to discern God’s leading
in regards to their continued affiliation with the PC(USA). I heard from elders who
lacked experience with the contemplative spiritual practices mentioned. I began to
wonder how many other Christian leaders might lack experience in contemplative
spiritual practices that could help them and those under their care learn to discern God’s
presence and leading. Based on my experience, it seemed possible that communal
discernment could be a means through which we learn to recognize the voice of Jesus
together.8 A monumental shift of historical significance in the PC(USA) occurred with
the approval of new ordination standards that provide a possibility for ordination of gays
and lesbians. Like never before, the PC(USA) needed unity of vision and God’s
discerning wisdom available to them for the challenges ahead.
The Problem and Context
On July 10, 2011 major changes to the PC(USA) polity became effective for the
denomination.9 The changes shifted some authority previously residing at the national

8

John 10:4. While learning to recognize the voice of Jesus is aided by practicing contemplative
methods of discernment, spiritual practices such as Bible reading, study, and worship are critical, as well.
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The new standard was a result of Amendment 10-A to the PC(USA) constitution, which removed
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changes and turmoil they are facing.
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level to the local Presbyteries. As a result of the changes and the potential for additional
controversial changes, a number of churches have left or are contemplating leaving the
denomination. If other controversial changes surrounding the issue of homosexual
marriage are implemented in the next two to four years, the result could likely be a flood
of congregations leaving the PC(USA). Presbyteries across the U.S.A are in the process
of developing Gracious Separation policies in preparation for this contingency.10
How can the PC(USA) councils, who represent diverse voices and sometimes
strong opinions, foster communal discernment and engage in decision-making as they all
attempt to be sensitive to the Spirit of God and one another and follow Christ’s leading in
the ongoing mission of God? At such a time as this, we must seek answers to this
challenge. This is a liminal time11 for the PC(USA). As I have listened to disenchanted
members of the PC(USA), I am convinced that we must explore new ways for the
PC(USA) councils to engage in communal discernment. By doing so, we might
experience transformation on personal and communal levels, gain a deeper appreciation
for one another and for what God is doing in and through all of us, and avoid a rancorous
schism that would result in a negative witness to the world.
I am not suggesting that in other seasons of the PC(USA)’s history a communal
discernment model has not been needed or exercised. By their very nature, presbytery
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The Layman Online website notes, “The 218th General Assembly approved a commissioner's
resolution urging a gracious, pastoral response to churches requesting dismissal from the PCUSA.”
http://www.layman.org/Home (accessed December 14, 2012).
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Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come: Innovation and Mission for the
21t-Century Church (Peabody MS: Hendrickson Publishers, Inc., 2003), 5. Frost and Hirsch explain, “The
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to describe the period between childhood and adulthood, it refers to the transitional, temporary period of
human transformation.” This is a good description of where PC(USA) is, a time of transition and “yet to be
seen” transformation. We do not know what the denomination will look like in four years.
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meetings are forums for information sharing and decision making.12 For example,
Ministers of Word and Sacrament13 and commissioned ruling elders14 from the
congregations within the presbytery are voting members of their presbytery. Together,
they engage in decision-making. The normative process for decision making within the
governing bodies of the PC(USA) is to follow Robert’s Rules of Order for the orderly
presentation of information, discussion and voting.15 Within my presbytery, the docket
and pertinent documents to be reviewed in the meeting are made available prior to the
Presbytery meetings. Being discerning before and during these meetings is expected, but
explicit expectations are not communicated for how to engage in this discernment. As we
think about the adequacy of our discernment models, perhaps combining both rational
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General Assembly meetings, synod meetings and session meetings are other examples in which
this is true; however, I am only using the presbytery as an example here.
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Book of Order (Louisville, KY: The Office of the General Assembly, 2011), 29. Section G2.0501 of the PC(USA)'s Book of Order states that teaching elders are also known as Ministers of Word
and Sacrament. From this point forward in this paper I will use the shorter term, ministers, when referring
to this category of leaders.
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This is a simplified explanation for the purpose of the dissertation. For example, committees and
commissions are also involved in the preparation of items to be discussed at a Presbytery meeting and,
therefore, play a part in the overall discernment. The problem and solution stated in this dissertation can be
applied to committees and commissions, as well.
While not speaking of the PC(USA), Joseph Driskill makes an interesting comment about
Protestant church boards that is applicable for the PC(USA) councils, “Only recently have church
governance models (structural level) included periods of prayer and reflection in the midst of decision
making. Robert's Rules of Order, a system of organizational maneuvers designed to maintain the control of
the chair in structured discussions, is often the primary procedure used in church business meetings.
Providing quiet spaces for reflection on the movement of the Spirit during decision-making processes is
quite new to many parishes. Although most church meetings begin and close with prayer, few actually
listen for the Spirit during times of deliberation. Allowing participants to focus on God's leading in our
organizational lives might have surprising consequences. Mundane decisions could acquire spiritual
significance.” Joseph D. Driskill, Protestant Spiritual Exercises (Harrisburg, PA: Morehouse Publishing,
1999), 46.
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and contemplative approaches to discernment can offer a more complete discernment
model.
Setting the Direction of the Dissertation
As members of the PC(USA), we believe Christ Jesus is the head of the Church,16
and that part of the ministry of the Spirit of God is to help us understand how Jesus is
inviting us to follow.17 Understanding Christ Jesus’ invitation to follow, (the how, to
what, when and where) through the ministry of the Holy Spirit and responding in holy
obedience are normative practices in church leadership. This is the work of discernment.
Discernment can hold different meanings for people. A foundational
understanding of discernment is needed in order to answer the question, Would the
practice of a contemplative, relational discernment model, in conjunction with existing,
rational-focused discernment processes, help to enhance the decision-making in
governing bodies of the Presbyterian Church (USA)? Therefore, in this chapter I will note
objections to contemplative practices, examine ways in which other sources have defined
and described discernment, and then provide a guiding definition of discernment for this
dissertation.
In Chapter Two, I will discuss the Biblical witness of a communicating and
relational God. I will explore how both the Old and New Testament can inform our
understanding of discipleship and the linkage between discipleship and discernment. This
will be accomplished by looking at Jesus (the one to whom we disciple ourselves), some
16
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Ibid., 1. F-1.02 states, “Jesus Christ is Head of the Church.” See also Ephesians 4:15.

Ibid., 5. The section noted as F-1.04 is titled, “Openness to the Guidance of the Holy Spirit.”
F-1.0401 includes the statement of belief that “In the power of the Spirit, Jesus Christ draws worshipping
communities and individual believers into the sovereign activity of the triune God at all times and places.
As the Church seeks reform and fresh direction, it looks to Jesus Christ who goes ahead of us and calls us
to follow him.”
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word studies, and examples of discernment from the early church. In Chapter Three, I
will explain how the theological concept of perichoresis provides a relational view of the
Trinity. I will argue that this relational view of the Trinity can help provide a theological
foundation for a relational discernment model. Chapter Three will also examine how
pneumatology, Christology and ecclesiology can help inform our practice of discernment.
In Chapter Four, historical models of discernment will be reviewed to provide lessons for
enhancing current discernment processes. These historical models include: the Ignatian
model of discernment, two discernment practices of the Society of Friends (Quakers), and
group spiritual direction. In addition, ways in which believers have historically discerned
God’s presence and direction will be noted. Chapter Five explores concepts from natural
science (human biology) and social science (psychology) that could provide insights to
inform how councils might want to approach discernment and decision making. The main
topic areas include the affect of adrenaline on cognitive functioning, emotional
intelligence, and self-differentiation. In Chapter Six, the conclusions from the first five
foundational chapters will be summarized and this author’s solution for the ministry
problem will be offered.
Before we consider how contemplative practices can aid in our discernment, it
should be noted that some elders, like the minister to whom I shared my stories of
encountering Jesus in worship and meditation, may have objections to contemplative
practices or the mystical18 nature of the experiences that may result. What may be at
question is not just the authenticity of specific mystical experiences, but whether
18

Donald K. McKim, Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms (Louisville, KY: Westminster
John Know Press, 1996), 180-181. By “mystical,” I am referring to the description of a mystic and the
mystic’s experience per this dictionary description, “One who experiences direct apprehensions of the
divine by immediate intuition, as well as a sense of spiritual ecstasy.”
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experiences of Jesus communicating to us through the hard to define “still, small voice”
or through mystical visions, dreams, or words of knowledge at this time in history are
authentic in general. The issues of distrust or disbelief have relevance to this thesis
because a distrust of contemplative practices by elders engaging in decision-making can
impact their approach to discernment. If they are wary of certain approaches, it seems
logical that they will likely limit the ways in which they engage in discernment. The hope
is that by addressing the objections, those who hold such objections will be more willing
to try a new approach to discernment.
Objections to Contemplative Discernment Approaches
I will not be analyzing objections in depth, but simply noting that there are
objections that could lead some councils to reject the solution this thesis suggests. One
objection is the belief that Christians no longer receive what might be considered “out of
the ordinary” forms of communication such as visions, dreams or words of knowledge or
even the more subtle “still, small voice.”19 In his book Hearing God Dallas Willard
addresses the question raised by some, “Can we hear from God?” Willard writes:
Hearing God? A daring idea, some would say-presumptuous and even
dangerous. But what if we are made for it? What if the human system
simply will not function properly without it? There are good reasons to
think it will not. The fine texture as well as the grand movements of life
show the need. Is it not, in fact, more presumptuous and dangerous to
undertake human existence without hearing God?20
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1 Kings 19:12.

Dallas Willard, Hearing God: Developing a Conversational Relationship with God (Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1999), 9.
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Willard’s answer speaks to an assumption of discernment that our God is a
communicating God and that hearing from God is a normative part of the disciple’s life,
an assumption not accepted by everyone.
However, many disciples throughout Christian history have had personal
experiences of God communicating to them and transforming their lives. Frank Laubach,
who was inspired by Brother Lawrence and was considered to be a modern-day mystic,
desired to spend each day with a perpetual openness and awareness of the presence of the
living Christ. He knew there were some who were probably uneasy with this mystical
approach to faith. His journal entry of July 2, 1930 speaks of the possibility of criticism
for his practices “because it is ‘mysticism’—as though any man could be a believer in
Jesus without believing in ‘mysticism!’—or because many people think that the days of
direct contact with God, or at least words from God, stopped with the closing of the New
Testament.”21 Personal experiences speak to the belief that God is still communicating.
An important point to note is that not all Christians receive images or words
during times of contemplative practices that they can clearly identify as a communication
from God. For those who believe they have not received a personal communication from
God, this lack of personal experience might lead them to conclude that these experiences
do not happen for others. Or they may have had a negative experience from someone
saying they have received a communication from God and the supposed communication
was used in a way that was hurtful. Others might believe God communicates to some, but
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Brother Lawrence and Frank Charles Laubach, Practicing His Presence. vol. 1 Library of
Spiritual Classics, ed. Gene Edwards (Jacksonville, FL: SeedSowers Christian Books Publishing, 1973),
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because they haven’t experienced God’s personal communication to them, they are
reluctant to participate in contemplative approaches to discernment.22
If councils decide to practice a discernment process that contains both rational and
contemplative approaches, a lesson from these objections is to provide training and set
expectations that not all may receive a word from God in a particular form. This training
should stress that the value of the process should be measured by making oneself
available to God in faithful listening, rather than the value being determined by receiving
words or images. We have no control over what form of communication God chooses to
use. The more subtle “still, small voice,” which can vary from individual to individual, is,
as Willard suggests, the “preferred or highest form of individualized communication for
God’s purposes.”23 Willard builds the case throughout his book that God continues to
communicate through many ways.24 Testimonies of disciples throughout history attest to
the ongoing communication from God.
If God is continuing to communicate, then is it not our responsibility to be open to
receive and respond? If we accept the premise that God is communicating, then the next
question is, “In what ways will we be open to hear from God?” As previously noted, for
some Christians any communication resulting from experiences that might seem mystical

22
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is deemed distrustful. Therefore, a second objection is the mystical aspect of
contemplative discernment.
For Reformed Christians, seeds of distrust in regards to mysticism can be traced
back to the time of the Reformation. While today the terms piety, our devotion and
commitment to God, and spirituality are sometimes used as synonyms,25 at the time of
the Reformation they were not. The Reformers did not use the term spirituality because it
was associated “with Roman Catholic mysticism, as exemplified in Bernard of Clairvaux
(1090-1153), Teresa of Avila (1515-82), John of the Cross (1542-91), and others.”26 The
PC(USA) is a child of the Reformation. This mistrust of mystical or contemplative
practices still finds homes in modern day Reformed congregations and governing bodies.
As Reformed Christians, members of PC(USA) should note that Calvin also gave credit
to the Holy Spirit as the source of everything good in us and that the Holy Spirit is our
teacher in prayer, telling us what is right.27 As members of the PC(USA), we should
remember that mystery is not foreign to us. For example, the sacraments of Baptism and
the Lord’s Supper are mysteries of grace “instituted by God and commended by
Christ.”28 Mystery in discernment may unsettle us, but perhaps that is what God wants, in
order to transform us as we follow Christ’s lead. Having looked at possible objections,
we turn our attention to the definition of discernment.
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Defining Discernment
The act and process of discernment is a spiritual formation practice that is key to
effectively engaging in the ongoing ministry of our Lord, Christ Jesus. But what do we
mean by discernment? In this section I will examine some explanations of discernment.
There is no universally accepted definition of discernment. As Elizabeth Liebert notes,
“Because discernment deals with the mystery of God, it resists being confined to a single
definition, escaping attempts to pin it down once and for all. Discernment has a long
history in the Christian tradition, and it has not meant the same thing at every juncture
and in every context.”29 However, based on a review of definitions and descriptions, I
will summarize and offer a definition of discernment that will be used to guide the
solution for the current ministry problem this dissertation is addressing.
In his book on rediscovering mystery in the Christian life, Charles Conniry calls
for a renewed openness to the mystery of the Spirit and frames discernment within the
context of theological reflection. Speaking of spiritual discernment in the time of the
early church, which he refers to as theological reflection, Conniry notes spiritual practices
in local gatherings of disciples that support their discernment:
They read Scripture and prayed. They fasted and worshiped. They heard
and obeyed the voice of the Holy Spirit (see Acts 13:1-3). Those who
participated in the Jerusalem Council followed the same pattern, so that in
the end they could say, ‘It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us...’
(Acts 15.8). Theological reflection, in other words, was spiritual
discernment in which disciples engaged the wondrous mystery of Christ’s
presence more than their own intellects. Spiritual discernment - church
based theological reflection that engages the mystery of Christ’s presence
- is exactly what we’ve been missing for the last 400 years.30
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In this description of discernment through theological reflection, the disciples
were going beyond reading Scripture for information. They were seeking Christ’s
presence through a variety of spiritual practices. In doing so, they received Christ’s
direction through the ministry of the Holy Spirit. This example provides a description of
activities that can aid discernment, but it also invites us to reflect on the purpose of our
discernment. Is seeking Christ the primary purpose of discernment or is seeking answers?
Another explanation of discernment is found in the writings of Elizabeth Liebert.
She views discernment as a personal and conditional act “set within the community of
faith” that is done to discriminate between options and find the best choice at a particular
time.31 Discernment is more than decision-making for Liebert, however. Decisionmaking can be a secular activity. Discernment, however, is a sacred activity. For Liebert,
the difference between decision-making and discernment is that with discernment one has
the desire to prayerfully seek and glorify God and from that place of desire decisions can
be made.32 Her acknowledgement that the process of discernment does not always bring
clarity and that discernment “operates in a climate of faith”33 is a reminder that engaging
in discernment practices does not guarantee a response from God that will provide clarity
on specific issues for which elders of (PCUSA) are making decisions.
In the book Grounded in God: Listening Hearts Discernment for Group
Deliberations, the authors provide the following definition of discernment:
30
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Discernment is distinguishing the voice of God from other voices that
speak to us: the voice of our parents echoing from years past, the voices of
friends, voices of urgency or fear. These voices are neither bad nor good
in and of themselves. God often speaks to us through them. But, if
followed indiscriminately, such voices can dominate us and lead us along
a wrong path. Discernment is a prayerful, informed and intentional attempt
to sort through these voices to get in touch with God’s Spirit at work in a
situation and to develop a sense of the direction in which the Spirit is
leading. Discernment is more a journey than a destination. We may not
find answers for all our concerns, but we can be receptive to God’s
presence as we ponder the questions.34
This definition reminds us that distinguishing God’s voice can be difficult at times
because of the way in which our personal history may influence us. Our level of selfawareness is an important component of being informed as we prayerfully and
intentionally seek Christ’s presence and discern the Spirit’s leading. As elders from
councils of the PC(USA) engage in discernment they need to be cognizant of how their
own life experiences may affect their expectations and experience of discernment.
The idea expressed in Grounded in God of discernment being a journey, more
than a destination, invites us to look beyond discernment as a means to a specific
decision. Discernment becomes more than a process to engage in at specified times.
Instead, the journey characterizes the posture of a discerning life. Discernment becomes a
natural part of everyday living. This orientation towards a life of discernment is
appropriate for all disciples, not just Christian leaders. The idea of intentionality briefly
mentioned in the Grounded in God quote warrants closer attention.
Our spiritual ancestors, the Jewish people, understood the importance of an
ongoing focused attention to God, which required intentionality. In his book God in
Search of Man: A Philosophy of Judaism, Abraham Heschel explains the Hebrew concept
34
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of kavanah. Heschel explains that the original meaning of the verbal form meant “to
straighten, to place in a straight line, to direct.”35 Out of this literal definition the verbal
form was used to convey the meaning “to direct the mind, to pay attention, to do a thing
with an intention.”36 Heschel explains the meaning of the noun kavanah:
(it) denotes meaning, purpose, motive and intention. Kavanah, then,
includes, first of all, what is commonly called intention, namely the
direction of the mind toward the accomplishment of a particular act, the
state of being aware of what we are doing, of the task we are engage in. In
this sense, kavanah is the same as attentiveness.37
For Heschel, kavanah deals with more than the mind. He further explains that kavanah
“is direction to God and requires the redirection of the whole person. It is the act of
bringing together the scattered forces of the self; the participation of heart and soul, not
only of will and mind.”38 Kavanah is a state of mind and heart that leads to action. The
practice of kavanah seems to have a correlation with what Jesus called the greatest
commandment.39
The concept of kavanah highlights our intentionality and attention to God from a
holistic approach: head, heart and will. Since God calls us to love with all our heart, mind
35
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and soul, it would seem that our approach to discernment should engage heart, mind and
soul as we seek God during discernment. If this is true, then this integration of heart,
mind and soul is a determining factor for success for our model of discernment. Success
does not necessarily mean clarity of direction. Success is engaging our heart, mind and
soul as we seek God’s presence, and in so doing, align ourselves with God’s desire for us.
Intentionality sets the direction of our heart, mind and actions and determines whether we
approach discernment as just a process to be utilized occasionally or an orientation
towards a life of ongoing discernment. Contemplative discernment practices are a means
to direct our heart. Practicing discernment that engages head and heart and results in
faithful obedience can enrich our state of kavanah,40 which can help create a more
receptive spirit within us to the work of the Holy Spirit. Therefore, by utilizing rational
methods of discernment in conjunction with contemplative practices elders can better
seek God’s presence and align themselves with God’s will and thus enhance the decisionmaking of the PC(USA) councils. However, experiencing a deepening of kavanah as one
engages in contemplative practices does not guarantee that the work of the Spirit will be
discerned in every given situation. As Frank Rogers, Jr. points out, “The Holy Spirit
eludes capture by any formula.”41
Elizabeth Liebert cautions us to not confuse the goal of discernment. She writes,
“Setting out with the goal of making a decision that we then ask God to bless is to
confuse the goal and the means. Rather, discernment involves the goal of seeking God
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through the means of decision-making.”42 Henri Nouwen says it isn’t enough to have
moral, trained, servant-hearted leaders and asks the question that gets to the heart of
Christian leadership, “Are the leaders of the future truly men and women of God, people
with an ardent desire to dwell in God’s presence, to listen to God’s voice, to look at
God’s beauty, to touch God’s incarnate Word, and to taste fully God’s infinite
goodness?”43 Nouwen could be speaking of the goal of discernment. The saying “our
whole business in this life is to restore to health the eye of the heart whereby God may be
seen,” attributed to St. Augustine,44 was true then and is true for us, as well. Augustine,
Liebert and Nouwen invite us to see that the goal of discernment is to keep growing in
the knowledge of how wide and long and high and deep Christ’s love for us is45 and to
respond to that grace-filled love as we seek God and dwell in the divine love.
How does this support the thesis of this dissertation? Personal transformation is a
part of this growth. Our personal transformation can, in turn, positively affect our
relationships. It is possible, then, that by engaging in a communal discernment process
that includes contemplative practices, our relationships with each other can be positively
transformed. We might view people with contrasting opinions differently. Fendall, Wood
and Bishop speak of the potential relationship-building benefit from communal
discernment, “Decision making through discernment rejects the creation of “us” and
“them.” We all stand together on one side, listening together for the voice of God among
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us.”46 This does not mean we will all have the same opinion, but if the Spirit transforms
our relationships by helping us to see each other as God wants us to see each other, then
our decision-making together may be enhanced as a result.
As elders of the PC(USA) engage in discernment they may not receive clarity on
the answers to the decisions they want to make, but they should have clarity on their
goals for their communal discernment practice. The authors of Seeking and Doing God’s
Will suggest the following goal of discernment:
The goal of a corporate discernment experience is to faithfully participate
with the Spirit of God in the life of God’s people. Sometimes in the course
of the discernment process, a hoped-for answer to a question is received.
Sometimes there is no answer, but instead someone leaves with a
heightened awareness of God’s calling. Sometimes the discernment
process allows questions to be raised that lead the group into deeper, even
unexpected dimensions of discipleship.47
This raises a number of points that are pertinent as we consider whether or not the
practice of a contemplative, relational discernment model, in conjunction with existing
rational-focused discernment processes could help to enhance the decision-making in the
PC(USA) governing bodies.
The authors remind us again that there is no guarantee that the clarity an elder or
council desires will be received. Sometimes an answer is received and sometimes not.
The authors of Seeking and Doing God’s Will suggest that a result of communal
discernment may be a heightened awareness of God. This awareness can lead to a
deepening sense of awe and reverence for God. Engaging in discernment can also lead to
a deeper understanding of what it means to be a disciple. This could imply personal
46
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transformation and/or a call to follow in a particular place or way. Being a disciple is
about a relationship. Being part of the Church is about relationships. Discernment can
lead to a deeper appreciation for the one we follow and other disciples as we all seek to
be faithful disciples.
Sometimes we don’t know what we don’t know, as the popular saying goes.
During discernment we can be open to the mystery of God and, if we do not hold onto
particular answers we want to receive, we may instead find new questions that lead us
into new possibilities.48 Discernment is a process and processes sometimes take many
steps before completion.
Summary of Discernment
Discernment is a means to enhance decision-making and yet it encompasses more
than decision-making. Discernment is a spiritual practice in which one is open to the
mystery of Christ and seeks the Divine presence, either alone or with other disciples of
Jesus. Discernment is a prayerful, informed and intentional effort to distinguish the voice
of God from other voices. Discernment does not guarantee an answer to our questions,
but provides opportunities for transformation, a deepening sense of God’s love and
presence in one’s life situations, strengthening of relationships with God and others, and
a means to develop deeper self-awareness. It is out of our deepened awareness of Christ
in our midst and through the empowerment of the Spirit that we can better understand
situations and receive new questions or answers that will continue to strengthen our
relationships. Discernment calls for the engagement of our whole being, our heart, mind
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See Chapter Four for a review of lessons from the Quaker practice of discernment, which draws
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questions often lead to new questions and new insights.
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and soul, in our journey of faith. The Jewish concept of kavanah invites us to orient
ourselves towards a life of intentional attention to God. Contemplative practices such as
lectio divina, listening prayer, meditation and imaginative contemplation can aid our
discernment. This understanding of discernment will guide the remainder of this study.
Conclusion
This is a liminal time for the PC(USA). Tension and uncertainty abounds within
the denomination. However, this is also a time for hope. As Wheatley has noted, chaotic
conditions can awaken creativity. And as we know from the witness of Scripture, it was
out of chaos that God formed creation. Therefore, as we seek the Spirit’s leading in the
chaos the PC(USA) is experiencing, councils within the PC(USA) have an opportunity to
be discerning and open to God’s creativity in and through us, so that together we can
navigate the challenges of change facing the PC(USA).
In this chapter I have presented a brief story that highlights a current challenge
facing PC(USA) councils. I shared stories from my personal journey that impacted my
view of discernment. Based on my reflection of these experiences I began to question
whether other council members could benefit from an integrated approach to
discernment. I noted possible objections to adding contemplative spiritual practices into
the discernment process and then examined some definitions of discernment. I introduced
the Jewish concept of kavanah as a way of thinking about discernment and how kavanah
invites us to orient ourselves to a life of intentional attention to God. I suggested that a
contemplative, relational discernment model that engages head, heart and will, used in
conjunction with existing rational-focused discernment practices, has the potential to
enhance decision-making in governing bodies of the PC(USA).
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In the next chapter the Biblical witness of the relational nature of our God will be
discussed. How Scripture can inform our understanding of discipleship will be explored
as well as the examination of the link between discipleship and discernment. This will be
accomplished by looking at how the Gospel of John testifies about the person of Christ
Jesus, the one to whom we disciple ourselves, as well as providing an example of
discernment from the Early Church.

CHAPTER TWO
BIBLICAL FOUNDATION FOR A
CONTEMPLATIVE, RELATIONAL DISCERNMENT MODEL
In you, Lord my God, I put my trust.
Show me your ways, Lord, teach me your paths. Guide me in your truth and
teach me, for you are God my Savior, and my hope is in you all day long.1

Introduction
In addressing the question of whether or not the practice of a contemplative,
relational discernment model, in conjunction with existing, rational-focused discernment
processes, can help enhance the decision-making in governing bodies of the Presbyterian
Church (USA), questions are raised that must be answered. Does the Bible validate the
assumption of a relational, communicating God? In this chapter the argument is made
that the Bible does validate a relational God who desires to communicate with God’s
disciples and that “being discerning” of his voice is part of discipleship.
I will discuss how Jesus, the living Word, reveals the most powerful example of a
communicating and relational God. Jesus is the one we are invited to follow, therefore we
will explore how Scripture can inform our understanding of discipleship and the linkage
between discipleship and discernment. This will be accomplished by looking at the
example of Jesus, the one who beckons us to follow him and to be formed in his likeness.
An example of discernment from the early church is also provided to model lessons for
discerning councils of the PC(USA).
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The Relational God
Jesus provides us with the most powerful example of a communicating, relational
God. In the Gospel According to John, the author alludes to the communicating,
relational God when he writes, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with
God, and the Word was God…The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.
We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father,
full of grace and truth.”2 Before examining the implications of these verses, their context
in John’s Gospel will be briefly reviewed.
These two verses are part of the introduction of the Gospel According to John,
which is considered to be a hymn3 from the Early Church adapted “to serve as an
overture to the Gospel narrative of the career of the incarnate Word”4 whom John
identifies as Jesus. A number of motives have been suggested for the purpose of this
Gospel. It could have been written as a response to those who continued to support John
the Baptist, rather than Jesus.5 The gospel also might have been a response to the Jews or
various heretical groups.6 The purpose could also have been to preserve historical
tradition, theological insight and to encourage Jewish and Gentile believers.7 While
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Gail R. O’Day, “The Gospel of John,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible, Vol. IX, ed. Leander E.
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various motives have been suggested for the purpose of this Gospel, historically, we see a
pattern of turning to the Gospel According to John during the pivotal points of the
liturgical season: Christmas, Lent and Easter. The use of John 1:1-18 in the lectionary
cycle8 suggests theological insight and encouragement to be a motive for its use.
Regardless of the original purpose, this prologue to John’s Gospel offers insights that are
pertinent to the claim of a communicating, relational God.
While the identity of the author is uncertain, John, the son of Zebedee, is a major
contender for authorship,9 for the gospel narrative most likely written sometime between
A.D. 75-11010 at Ephesus.11 Rather than using the literary form of parables common in
the synoptic gospels, John uses a “literary style that interweaves narrative, dialogue and
discourse.”12 The use of words with double meanings is another characteristic of John’s
writing.13
The Greek word logos in John is an example of the author’s use of a word with a
double meaning and warrants examination for its relevance to this paper. Depending on
the context, whether in the New Testament or the Septuagint, logos can mean: speaking,

8

O’Day, “The Gospel of John,” 494. John 1:1-18 is used as the Gospel text on Christmas day for
lectionary years A, B and C.
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Brown, “The Gospel According To John I-XII,” xcviii. For the purpose of this paper I am
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word, statement, question, assertion, speech.14 It can also mean revelation, reckoning, and
reason.15 A major theme of John that sets it apart from the synoptic gospels is the
presentation of Jesus as the divine word (logos) and “incarnate revelation.”16 As the
“personified Word of God”17 full of grace and truth,18 Jesus, the logos, is both the
embodied revelation of God and the one whose speech and actions will be a means
through which God’s revelation is shared.19
What might be influencing John’s use of logos in this way? Biblical scholars have
searched for sources that might have contributed to John’s use of logos as a personified
word of God. Several possibilities that have been noted stem from Hellenistic and Jewish
influence.20 In regards to a potential Hellenistic influence, Brown points out that in the
sixth century B.C.E. the philosopher Heraclitus from Ephesus introduced the idea of
logos being “the eternal principle or order in the universe.”21 Brown also notes that in the
writings of another philosopher, Philo of Alexandria, logos was a theme used over 1200
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times.22 For Philo, the logos was “the intermediary reality between God, who was
essentially transcendent, and the universe.”23 However, the idea of pre-existence and
incarnation was not part of Philo’s understanding of the logos.24 While this Hellenistic
thought might have influenced the author of John, as we shall see, the implication of
logos is different in John’s gospel account. The idea from the gospel that the Word was
(1) pre-existent, (2) was God, and (3) became man, differentiates the Christian religion
from philosophical thought or pagan religions.25
The personification of wisdom (sophia) in Proverbs 8:22-31 has been examined
as a possible source of influence for the author’s use of logos, but this view of wisdom
also differs from John’s use of the logos, in that wisdom is a divine attribute of God,26
rather than God or God incarnate. O’Day notes that by using a masculine noun, logos,
rather than the feminine noun sophia, John “reshapes the wisdom tradition to reflect the
historical reality of the incarnation.”27
Another example of possible Jewish influence is the use of the Hebrew word
dābār.28 The Hebrew word dābār can be translated as “speech” or “word”, but it can also
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have other meanings, for example: “thing, way, event, reason, and action”.29 The Hebrew
prophetic formula “hear the word of the Lord” is an example of a use of dābār that might
be influencing John’s use of logos. Although the “word” of the prophetic formula is not
personified in Hebrew thought, there was a belief that the word “had a certain dynamic
energy and power of its own.”30 The idea of the “word” in this prophetic formula having
a communicative purpose, along with dynamic properties and action, can imply that the
word is meant for formation, not just information. As Brown noted of dābār:
This word challenged the prophet himself; and when he accepted it, the
word impelled him to go forth and give it to others. This was a word that
judged men. For the Deuteronomist the word is a life-giving factor
(Deuteronomy 32:46-47) and for the Psalmist (107:20) the word of God
has the power to heal people.31
These examples of dābār can be describing the impact Jesus has upon those with whom
he comes in contact. Jesus challenges us,32 invites us to follow him,33 share the good
news,34 is the one who will judge us,35 gives us life,36 and heals us.37 While these uses of
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dābār may have influenced John’s use of logos, what is important to this study is John’s
intention for using logos.
How does John’s prologue show the “special nature” of the logos? Verse one
begins to reveal this special nature with the three successive verb and predicate phrases
using the same verb “was,” as well as the first words of the prologue repeating the
beginning of the book of Genesis. Brown notes that each statement using the verb “was”
has different connotations. Following the opening “in the beginning,” the first phrase,
“was the word,” implies existence; “was with God” implies relationship; and “was God”
implies predication.38 The gospel’s opening words “in the beginning” echoes Genesis 1:1.
The use of “in the beginning” and logos in John 1:1 seems to also point back to Genesis
1:3, where God “speaks” creation into existence.39 This begins to shape an image of the
logos as a divine being involved in speaking creation into existence, thus implying
communication. The prologue develops this image further. In John 1:14, John begins to
connect the logos to the concept of incarnation through the statement, “The Word became
flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and
only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.”
In verse fourteen, “became flesh” is another example of the special nature of the
logos. That the logos became flesh implies not just taking on the appearance of a human,
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but becoming man.40 It must be noted that there have been differing interpretations of
flesh (sarx) in this passage.41 Some meanings of sarx can include “the material that
covers the bones of a human…the body itself…a (hu)man of flesh and blood…or human
or mortal nature.”42 Rudolph Bultmann understands sarx to be the realm of humanity, not
divinity, and therefore, the use of sarx affirms the full humanity of Jesus.43 C. K. Barrett
argues for the humanity of Jesus and states that the glory (doxa) of God revealed in Jesus
is “not to be seen alongside the sarx, nor through the sarx as through a window; it is to be
seen in the sarx and nowhere else.”44 Barrett, Bultmann, Brown and O’Day45 are in
agreement that the prologue is implying the full humanity of Jesus.
Three other examples from verse fourteen that point to the special nature of the
logos are the statements of the divine logos dwelling (skēnoun) among human beings, the
glory (doxa) of the logos and the description of the logos as the “one and only Son”
(monogenēs). The idea of the logos dwelling46 among humans “recalls God’s promise to

40

Brown, “The Gospel According To John I-XII,” 13.

41

O’Day, “The Gospel of John,” 522. O’Day cites Ernst Käsemann as an example of one who
believed that the prologue is saying that the logos “entered the world of createdness” but that the prologue
is not saying that the logos became fully human. See Käsemann reference for further discussion on his
interpretation. Ernst Käsemann, The Testament of Jesus: A Study of the Gospel of John in the Light of
Chapter 17 (London: SCM, 1968), 73.
42

Gingrich and Danker, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early
Christian Literature, 745.
43

Rudolph Bultmann, The Gospel of John: A Commentary, trans. G. R. Beasley-Murray, R.W.N.
Hoare, and J. K. Riches (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1971), 62.
44

C. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John: An Introduction with Commentary and Notes
on the Greek Text," 2d ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1955, 1978), 165.
45

O’Day, 522.

46

Brown, “The Gospel According To John I-XII,” 13. The literal meaning is “to pitch a tent.”

37
dwell with God’s people (Ezekiel 37:27 LXX).”47 When one dwells with others there is a
sense of proximity that creates the possibility for relationship. John adds a new dimension
to the promise from Ezekiel 37:27 by having the pre-existent, divine logos becoming
human, dwelling with humanity, and revealing the glory of the Father.48 Glory (doxa)49 is
used frequently in Johannine writings.50 John draws upon the Old Testament sense of
glory (kābōd),51 which includes “two important elements in the understanding of the
glory of God…a visible manifestation of His majesty…in acts of power.”52
Through his gospel account, John “confesses that this presence is now visible in
Jesus.”53 In Johannine literature, monogenēs, an only or unique one, is used to signify
only Jesus.54 The description of the logos as the “one and only son” (monogenēs)
emphasizes the unique relationship between Jesus and God the Father and, by
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implication, suggests the unique ability to reveal God to humanity,55 as well as provides a
unique access to God both in life and for eternal life.56
The prologue invites us to recognize the logos as both the eternal word and the
historical person, Jesus. John’s gospel invites us to reflect on the magnitude of God’s
action in becoming human and dwelling with humanity. The incarnation of the eternal
Word, the historical Jesus, whose life, death and resurrection provided a way to eternal
life, reveals a God who is willing to enter into relationship and communicate with us.
This revelation about God can be a source of encouragement for council members
seeking to be discerning. As council members listen for God’s leading, they can be
assured that Jesus understands their need for discernment. Just as Jesus relied on the
Father for guidance, Jesus will provide guidance for the council members as they seek
God’s presence and direction.
Discipleship and Discernment
What does it mean to be a disciple? Is there support for the claim that discernment
is part of discipleship? To answer these questions we begin with what it means to be a
disciple. The Greek word mathētēs, which is translated as “disciple” in the gospels and
Acts,57 can mean pupil, apprentice, disciple, or adherent.58
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Discipleship includes an informational aspect through education a disciple
receives from the teacher. In Jewish practice, this process included a lecture by the
teacher with opportunities for questions by the disciples.59 Rengstorf notes that in the
case of rabbi and disciples, “Learning takes place by listening to what the rabbi says and
appropriating what is heard.”60
While Jesus was living in the flesh on earth, his disciples spent time with him.
They watched and listened to what Jesus did and said61 and sometimes asked questions
and received insight,62 consistent with the rabbinical practice. However, the New
Testament understanding of discipleship expands on the Jewish rabbinical process of
listening and appropriating what has been heard to include transformation. Part of the
New Testament understanding of discipleship is that it “is seen as the process of
becoming like one’s master.”63 Rengstorf also highlights this idea of transformation,
noting that the disciple’s whole life is shaped in the process.64
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Along with information and transformation, commitment is a key element of
discipleship. In the gospels we see the commitment of the first disciples when Jesus
invites Simon, Andrew, James and John to “follow me.”65 In the scene from Mark 1:1620, there was an immediate response to Jesus’s call. The four men showed their
commitment to Jesus by walking away from their relatives and their fishing profession,
which was their means of living, to respond to Jesus’ call. Their choice to follow Jesus
and enter into relationship with him resulted in transformed lives.66
Obedience67 is another mark of a Christian disciple and is a result of one’s
commitment. However, Jesus makes the point that obedience to his commands68 is more
than an act of the will; it is also part of loving him. Obedience reveals the love one has
for Jesus.69 In John 14:15, Jesus said, “If you love me, you will obey what I command.”
This idea is repeated in John 14:23 where Jesus said, “Anyone who loves me will obey
my teaching. My Father will love them, and we will come to them and make our home
with them.” Verse twenty-three indicates the intimate communion available to disciples.
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While the term “follow”70 is found in John and the other gospels, John also uses
the idea of “abiding” with Jesus to describe the intimate communion between Jesus and
the disciple. Menō is a Greek term that can be translated as: stay, remain, continue, or
abide.71 In the Johannine writings, the idea of abiding/remaining is used to denote an
“inward, enduring personal communion”72 of Christ and the disciples. Hauck describes
menō as “the lasting immanence between God and Christ or Christians and Christ.”73 In
the discourse of the vine and branches found in John 15:1-10, Jesus tells his disciples to
“remain in me.”74 These ideas imply that being a disciple of Jesus reaches beyond an
intellectual relationship between two people to an intimate relationship in which there is
an inward, personal communion between the disciple and Jesus.
This inward communion is an important consideration for disciples today.
Although Jesus is no longer physically present with disciples, the spiritual presence of
Jesus continues to be with his disciples through the ministry of the Holy Spirit.75 The
Gospel According to John speaks of a helper (paraclete)76 who will be sent to Christ’s
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followers, guiding them into the truth that Jesus makes known.77 Disciples are not on
their own as they attempt to live faithful lives. The work of the Spirit makes this inward
communion and the possibility of discerning how Jesus is leading a reality until He
returns.
In summary, discipleship includes aspects of gaining information, personal
transformation, commitment, obedience, and communion. Discipleship is following
Jesus. To better understand how discernment is part of discipleship, we turn to the
example of Jesus, the one whom Christian disciples follow.
How does the life of Jesus provide an example for discernment in the life of
disciples? Just as disciples share an intimate communion with Jesus, Jesus showed that he
was in constant communion with his heavenly Father and followed as he was led. Jesus
said, “I love the Father and do exactly what my Father has commanded me.”78 The
statement underscores the relationship (“I love the Father”) between Jesus and the Father
and the commitment to obey, even to death. Jesus’ words in John 14:31 imply that he
knows what the Father’s will is. The verse and the context do not, however, suggest how
Jesus discerned what the Father’s commands are, only that Jesus knows and is acting on
the commands. The statement certainly speaks of obedience to the heavenly Father,
which is a Johannine theme (“Doing the will of Him who sent me…that is my food” John
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4:34; “I keep His word.” John 8:55).79 Obedience implies first knowing what must be
done.
Jesus underscored his dependence upon the Father and the need to know what the
Father wanted when Jesus said, “Very truly I tell you, the Son can do nothing by himself;
he can do only what he sees his Father doing, because whatever the Father does the Son
also does. For the Father loves the Son and shows him all he does.”80 These verses are the
beginning of a discourse in the Gospel According to John (John 5:19-30), in which the
relationship of the Father and Son is elucidated.81 The discourse records Jesus’ response
to criticism for breaking the Sabbath and calling God his Father and thus making himself
equal to God.82 O’Day suggests that verses 19-20a might be “a parable that illustrates the
apprentice relationship of father and son common to the Near Eastern culture of Jesus’
time.”83
Brown also notes the possibility of verses 19-20a representing a parabolic
saying.84 Brown explains that Jesus is showing his dependence on the Father and that this
is a common theme in the Gospel of John,85 for example: John 3:34, “For the one whom
God has sent speaks the words of God;” John 8:26, “I have much to say in judgment of
you. But he who sent me is trustworthy, and what I have heard from him I tell the world;”
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and John 12:49, “For I did not speak on my own, but the Father who sent me commanded
me to say all that I have spoken.” Even if verses 19-20a are part of a parable, the
recurring theme of Jesus’ dependence upon his Father indicates a truth that the Gospel
According to John is revealing. Jesus acted and spoke in the ways in which he believed
the Father was leading. Determining how the Father is leading is the work of
discernment.
What is the Biblical witness for Jesus discerning the Father’s will? If we are to
imitate Jesus, what are we imitating in regards to discernment? The Gospel According to
Luke, more so than the other gospels, highlights the prayer life of Jesus. While Scripture
does not explicitly state how Jesus knows the Father’s will, prayer seems to be suggested
as a spiritual practice through which Jesus discerns the Father’s direction. In Luke’s
account, prayer often occurs “in connection with significant turning points.”86 This
implies that the contemplative practice of prayer can be a means for discernment. Luke
provides a number of examples of these significant points.
One example is the descent of the Holy Spirit upon Jesus, which occurred while
Jesus was praying at the time of his baptism, and the declaration from heaven, “You are
my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased,”87 provides a picture of Jesus praying
at a significant turning point in his life. Luke follows this account of Jesus’ baptism, with
the story of Jesus being led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted for forty days.88

86

R. Alan Culpepper, “The Gospel of Luke,” in The New Interpreter's Bible, Volume IX, ed.
Leander E. Keck (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995), 137.
87

Luke 3:21-22.

88

Luke 4:1-13.

45
Luke 6:12-16 provides another example that indicates Jesus was engaged in
discernment at a significant point. This passage tells us that Jesus went to a
mountainside89 to pray and, after spending the night praying, he gathered his disciples
and selected twelve, whom he designated as apostles. In the New Testament, the Greek
word apostolos can include meanings such as: delegate, envoy, messenger, or messenger
of God.90 This designation as apostles denotes a special function. The naming of the
twelve is significant in its timing and content. Culpepper notes that Jesus named the
apostles “immediately after the controversies with the Pharisees—and the dramatic
distinction between old and new that the controversies exposed—Luke presents the
appointment of the Twelve as the constitution of a new nucleus for the people of God.”91
By Luke recording the fact that Jesus spent the night in prayer, the reader is invited to see
the importance of prayer for Jesus in decision making and the significance of the
selection of the twelve.
While the common English translation of the final phrase of Luke 6:12 is “in
prayer to God,” the literal Greek to English translation is, “in the prayer of God.”92 What
is the significance, if any, of the article “the” before prayer? It is not clear if the phrase is
intended to communicate something more than “in prayer.” Fitzmyer notes that later
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Luke will record in Acts 1:2 that Jesus chose the apostles “through the Holy Spirit.”93
While this understanding of Jesus praying through or in the Holy Spirit is not attested
universally,94 when Luke 6:12 and Acts 1:2 are considered together, an understanding of
Luke 6:12 might include a nuanced view of Jesus’ time of prayer and discernment. This
nuanced view would include the possible involvement of the Spirit during Jesus’
prayer.95 It is not clear what this means, only that the prayer experience might somehow
be different than the other examples noted in Luke’s gospel account.
For Jesus, obedience and doing the will of “him who sent me”96 is paramount,
even if it means death. The last example of Jesus praying at significant points in Luke’s
Gospel that we will view is the account of Jesus on the Mount of Olives, a place that the
gospel accounts of Mark and Matthew name as Gethsemane.97 Jesus has shared the
Passover meal with his disciples and has gone to the Mount of Olives to pray. In Luke’s
account, Jesus twice entreats the disciples, who have accompanied him, to pray so that
they will not enter into temptation.98 This request by Jesus seems to indicate that prayer is
for strength, but it might also be for wisdom to make choices that align with God’s will.
Fitzmyer further suggests that the record of Jesus’ request to the disciples to pray was a
means for Luke to emphasize “the need for prayer in the lives of the disciples who are
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following him into the ordeal that is about to unfold.”99 These entreaties frame Jesus’
prayer to the Father100 to “take this cup away from me. Yet not my will, but yours be
done.”101 This request by Jesus suggests the conflicting human emotions in Jesus and yet,
even while asking for the cup to be taken away, Jesus reveals his commitment to be in
alignment with the Father’s will.
In all these examples, Luke is showing the importance of prayer at significant
points in the life and ministry of Jesus. The prayer life of Jesus suggests that Jesus sought
to be discerning and obedient to the Father’s will. As disciples, we too are to be
discerning about what Jesus is inviting us to do and to be. Jesus’ example invites his
disciples to consider the practice of prayer and discernment in their own lives. As
disciples seek to imitate and follow Jesus, prayer will be a key component in times of
discernment.
Engaging in discernment as a disciple is important, because the ministry of Jesus
did not end when he ascended into heaven. Jesus commanded his disciples to participate
with Him in building the kingdom of God when he said, ”All authority in heaven and on
earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them
to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very
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end of the age.”102 As we will see in an example from the Acts of the Apostles, the
disciples in the first century sought to follow this command and learned that discernment
was needed in order to live out their call as disciples.
Example from the Early Church
The example comes from the story of the Council at Jerusalem in Acts 15.103 As
the story from the chapter unfolds, we learn that a controversy in Antioch over
circumcision for Gentile believers had erupted. Unidentified people were teaching that
the Gentile believers in Antioch must be circumcised.104 Paul and Barnabus disputed this
and debated with the unidentified teachers. Then Paul, Barnabus, and some other
believers from Antioch were appointed by the Antioch church to take the issue to the
leaders in Jerusalem.105 There are several lessons for discernment stemming from the
meetings that took place with the apostles and elders in Jerusalem.
The first lesson is that Paul and Barnabus testified to God’s activity in Antioch. At
the time the group from Antioch was welcomed by the mother church in Jerusalem, Paul
and Barnabus had reported what God had done through them, which included the Gentile
conversions.106 However, in response to the report of Gentile conversions, some

102

Matthew 28:18-20.

103

Fitzmyer argues that the story in Acts 15:1-35 is actually two stories that Luke has merged.
One story dealt with the issue of “circumcision for Gentile converts and their observance of the Mosaic
Law,” while the second story dealt with “a decision James and others made in Jerusalem about dietary and
other matters” (544).
104

Acts 15:1.

105

Acts 15:2.

106

Acts 15:4.

49
“Jerusalem Jewish believers of Pharisaic background”107 had repeated the demand others
had made in Antioch that “the Gentile believers be circumcised and made to observe the
Mosaic Law.”108 The leadership group decided to convene and discuss the issue.
A second lesson is that when they convened, the group took their time talking and
listening to each other as they engaged in “much discussion.”109 When Peter got up to
speak after the time of discussion, he reminded the group of the unexpected vision
through which God had taught him a lesson regarding unclean food and sharing the good
news of Jesus Gentiles. The group would have been aware that Peter went to the home of
the centurion Cornelius of Caesarea.110 Peter had to defend his actions when he had
returned to Jerusalem from Caesarea.111 Peter reminded the group assembled in Jerusalem
that he had witnessed the Gentiles receiving the gift of the Holy Spirit in Caesarea.
The third lesson stems from when Peter reminded the council that based on his
experience, his belief had changed about the requirements of the law and what God
expects. Peter’s new belief had “doctrinal significance,”112 in that salvation comes by
grace and not the Law.113
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For the second time in the story, Luke points out that the group listened to
witnesses testifying to what God had done among the Gentiles.114 The fifth lesson for
discernment is that Scripture was used to help discern if a choice is according to God’s
will. James got up to speak and shared Scripture that supported Peter’s point about God’s
intention for the good news to be shared with the Gentiles.115 The last lesson comes from
the solution offered by James that honored relationships and diversity between the
Gentile and Jewish believers.
By James’ suggestion that a letter be written to the Gentile believers telling them
to abstain from food contaminated by idols, from illicit marital unions, from meat of
strangled animals, and from eating blood, a solution is provided for the Jewish believers
to be in contact with Gentile believers and vice versa.116 Fitzmyer points out, “The four
things that James would impose are derived from part of the Holiness Code in Leviticus
17-18, which proscribed certain things not only for ‘anyone of the house of Israel,’ but
also for ‘the aliens that sojourn among them.’”117 The solution, therefore, removed a
barrier of perceived “uncleanness” and paved the way for the Jewish and Gentile
believers to be in contact and develop relationships. The solution showed the value of
relationships in the larger Christian community.
Considering what the PC(USA) currently faces with congregations leaving or
considering leaving, Acts 15 can provide good material for reflection as we consider how
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to address our own modern day challenges and controversies. Some questions to
contemplate include:
•
•

•
•

•
•

How do we discern, testify and celebrate God’s activity in our midst?
When discussing controversial issues, how do we respectfully talk
with others who have differing opinions? How do we listen in a way
that others feel they have been heard?
Are we open to new understandings of our faith and doctrinal
positions?
How do we use Scripture for discerning? How do we avoid prooftexting? Do we look at specific verses or passages, meta-themes in
Scripture and any precedence for God doing a “new thing?”
How do our solutions honor relationships and the diversity among our
brothers and sisters in Christ?
What should our discernment process include to determine our
solution?

Further questions come to mind such as: What is missing from the Acts 15
account? Luke does not mention times of prayer during the process. Does this mean
prayer is not important for the group’s decision-making? Or did Luke simply not record
the prayer(s) of the group? The account does not provide an answer for these questions,
other than to make the statement, “It is the decision of the Holy Spirit, and ours too,”118
which raises the question of what that statement means.
In his commentary on Acts 15:28, theologian Robert Wall refers back to Acts
1:16 and the reference to the Spirit’s involvement in the development of Scripture.119
Wall suggests that the “content of James’ reading of Scripture agrees with the intentions
of its author, the Holy Spirit” and therefore, “any interpretation of Scripture that is on
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target must enjoy a consensus that incudes God’s Spirit.”120 Determining whether the
interpretation of Scripture is on target takes effort and is a communal matter. How is that
determination made? That is the dilemma PC(USA) is currently facing. While Wall
provides a suggestion for how to understand the comment, “it seemed good to the Holy
Spirit,” the answer to the question of what the phrase means remains elusive.
To understand if prayer for group decision-making is important to Luke, one
could look to see if Luke continues the prayer motif from the gospel account into the Acts
of the Apostles. Acts 1:12-26 is an example that shows the continuance of the prayer
motif. In this passage the apostles and other believers gathered together and prayed after
Jesus’ ascension. When they decided to replace the apostle, Judas, prayer was part of the
process of discernment and decision-making. Another example comes from Acts 13:1-3,
which tells of the selection and commissioning of Barnabus and Saul to the work the
Holy Spirit has called them. While the passage does not explain what was prayed or how
the believers understood what the Holy Spirit was saying to them, Luke notes that they
continued to fast and pray after hearing the Spirit’s call. Perhaps the additional prayer and
fasting could indicate further discernment. Based on Luke continued use of words for
prayer in Acts121 and the examples note above, it seems Luke does indeed place a high
value on prayer for the Church. O’Brien suggests that Luke sought to show that prayer
“had an important supporting role in . . . redemptive history, for by it God had guided His
people.”122
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Conclusion
This chapter was intended to answer the question of whether or not the Bible
validates the assumption of a relational, communicating God. It is this author’s
contention that proof of this claim is found in the Biblical witness of Jesus, the eternal
logos, who is both the medium and the message. Jesus is God’s Word to the world and
the one who speaks God’s word. The incarnation of the eternal word reveals the extent to
which God will go to restore relationships and communicate God’s love to the world.
Furthermore, an answer has been sought to the question of whether or not
discernment is a normative part of discipleship. In seeking to answer this question I have
examined what discipleship means and shown that discipleship is a committed
relationship between Jesus and the disciple that involves elements of education,
transformation, obedience and intimate communion. Jesus, who is the one we follow,
provides us an example for a discerning life. Prayer was an important part of Jesus’ life
as he sought to live obediently in accordance to his Father’s will. Likewise, prayerful
discernment should be part of our lives as Jesus’ disciples.
I also examined the Jerusalem council story from Acts 15 as an example of group
discernment in the early church. I provided some questions for reflection that could be
used by the PC(USA) councils as they address their challenges and seek to be discerning.
I noted that the story from Acts 15 did not mention times of prayer during the process of
discernment. However, based on Luke’s prayer motif that runs through the Gospel
According to Luke and Acts, prayer is an important component of discernment and
should be a part of discernment practices.
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In the next chapter I will explore some theological concepts that can provide a
theological foundation for a contemplative, relational discernment model. The theological
categories will include a relational view of the Trinity, Christology, pneumatology, and
ecclesiology.

CHAPTER THREE
THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATION
FOR A CONTEMPLATIVE, RELATIONAL DISCERNMENT MODEL
“Theology is not mere repetition of traditional doctrines but a
persistent search for the truth to which they point and which they only
partially and brokenly express.”
--Daniel L. Migliore 1
Introduction
As Christ followers in the Reformed tradition, PC(USA) leaders who participate
in the various governing bodies want to know that any discernment model utilized by a
governing body is theologically sound. If they come to the conclusion that a discernment
model is not sound, the possibility of using the model to enhance decision-making will be
low. Since this dissertation is seeking to determine whether or not the practice of a
contemplative, relational discernment model, in conjunction with existing, rationalfocused discernment processes would help to enhance the decision-making in governing
bodies of the PC(USA), this chapter will seek to answer whether or not there are
theological concepts that support a reliable and theologically sound approach to
discernment. This chapter will explore a theological understanding of the Trinity focused
on the relational aspect of the Triune God and how lessons from a social view of the
Trinity, Christology, pneumatology, and ecclesiology support the following claims: first,
believers are invited to participate in the life of God and are enabled to do so through the
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work of Jesus and the ongoing ministry of the Holy Spirit; second, there are theological
concepts that support a contemplative, relational approach to discernment.
As we begin to think about the theology that undergirds our discernment
practices, it is important to remember that theology is never a strictly intellectual pursuit.
It is about understanding God’s story and how we fit into that story. Discernment and the
theology that undergirds it is a means by which God changes us, transforms us and
continues to create us in the image of Christ Jesus our Lord.
The Triune God
In spite of the fact that the Trinity can seem paradoxical and mysterious,2 we
begin our theological inquiry by examining the doctrine of the Trinity in search of
wisdom to help determine if there is a theological basis for a contemplative, relational
approach to discernment. Trinitarian doctrine is a way in which Christians have
acknowledged their belief in the relational,3 three-in-one God: God the Father, God the
Son, and God the Spirit.4
It was the North African theologian, Tertullian from the second century, who
coined the term trinitas, from which we get “Trinity,” and who explained God’s
threeness and unity as “a oneness of the divine ‘substance’ (substantia) in three divine
‘persons’ (personae).”5 Moltmann explains, “The one, indivisible, homogenous, divine
substance is constituted as three individual, divine persons. Consequently, the converse
2
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also applies: the three persons are certainly different from one another, but they are one in
their divine substance.”6
The doctrine of the Trinity was developed over centuries and attempts to describe
the reality of God as witnessed through Scripture,7 even though the doctrine of the Trinity
is not found directly in Scripture.8 The development of Trinitarian doctrine provided a
corrective to the ideas of tritheism, “a belief in three separate and individual gods;”9
subordinationism, which is a belief “that the nature and status of Jesus Christ is less than
that of God the Father or that the Holy Spirit is inferior to the Father and the Son;”10 and
modalism, a belief that “the one God was revealed at different times in different ways,
and thus has three manners (modes) of appearance, rather than being one God in three
Persons.”11
Three views of the Trinity that have historically been part of theological
discussion include: (1) the economic Trinity, (2) immanent Trinity and (2) social
analogies of the Trinity. Briefly, the economic Trinity refers to the work of the Trinity.
The economic view has also been referred to as the revelatory Trinity, because it
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“designates the triune God in his dispensation of salvation, in which he is revealed.”12
The immanent Trinity is the view that focuses on the essence of God, who God is, also
called the “substantial Trinity.”13 This view indicates that God is triune “by nature, not by
will or decision.”14 Moltmann suggests that the economic view of the Trinity is the focus
of practical theology, while doxological theology15 focuses on the immanent view of the
Trinity.16 Moltmann goes on to explain that with these two views of the Trinity,
“statements about the immanent Trinity must not contradict statements about the
economic Trinity. Statements about the economic Trinity must correspond to doxological
statements about the immanent Trinity.”17
As part of the theological foundation for a contemplative, relational discernment
model, we will be examining a social doctrine of the Trinity. This view of the Trinity
focuses on the relationships and participation within the Godhead. As will be seen, the
social view of the Trinity does not contradict either the economic or immanent view of
the Trinity. However, it must be noted that there have been critics of this social doctrine.
Some criticisms include a concern that a social doctrine that focuses on the
relationship between the three Divine “persons” has the danger of becoming borderline
tritheistic by emphasizing the relationships of the three persons to the point of
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diminishing the unity of the Triune God.18 However, speaking of the three persons in
relationship does not mean that one is agreeing with the heresy of tritheism when the
conversation is based on the understanding that the Trinity is composed of the three
persons, Father, Son and Spirit, who “are all equally co-eternal divine persons who
together constitute the one Creator God.”19
Another criticism of the application of the social nature of the Trinity as a model
for human interactions is that the depiction of harmony between the persons of the
Godhead leaves no room for the creative conflict that can occur between people.20 One
critic asks, “If we are to try to model the Trinity, then what place is there for the tensions
and conflicts resulting from human diversity and difference?”21 In answer to this
criticism, one scholar suggests that the social doctrine of the Trinity does provide “an
exemplary model for human community,”22 a vision of grace-infused community for
which we should strive. The model, in and of itself, does not negate the reality of tension,
creative or otherwise, and differences between humans. Rather, how one uses the model
determines its value and appropriateness.
To help us understand how the relational nature of the Trinity could provide a
framework for “understanding and participating in the Christian life,”23 which includes

18

Plantinga, Thompson, and Lundberg, An Introduction to Christian Theology, 138.

19

Ibid., 140.

20

Mark D. Chapman, “The Social Doctrine of the Trinity: Some Problems,” Anglican Theological
Review 83, no. 2 (Spring 2001), 249.
21

Ibid.

22

Plantinga, Thompson, and Lundberg, An Introduction to Christian Theology, 143.

23

Eugene H. Peterson, Christ Plays in Ten Thousand Places (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company), 45.

60
practicing discernment, we will now examine the development and use of a concept
centered around the term perichoresis. In the fourth century, Gregory of Nyssa used the
Greek aorist infinitive perichorein,24 “to speak of the mutual permeation of the Father
and Son as an argument against the Arian denial of divinity to Jesus.”25 The Greek noun
perichoresis is derived from perichorein.26 Both the infinitive and noun were used to
describe the Trinity by an anonymous author known as Pseudo-Cyril in the seventh
century.27 In the eighth century, John of Damascus propagated the concept of Trinitarian
perichoresis.28
Peri is a Greek preposition, which can mean “around, about.”29 Some of the
meanings of the Greek verb chōréō are: “be in motion, go forward, have room for, or
contain.”30 The Greek verb perichōréō has been defined as “go round, rotate.”31
Perichōrēsis, a Greek noun, includes the meanings: “cyclical movement, reciprocity, and
24
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interpenetration.”32 Perichoresis has been used to describe a “dynamic process of making
room for another around oneself.”33 Lawler notes that some authors have mistakenly
suggested that perichoresis is derived from perichoreuein, “to dance around,” (the Greek
verb chorēuō means “dance in chorus”34) although Lawler calls the mistake a “fortuitous
error.”35
Neither perichoresis nor perichoreuein are New Testament words.36 And not all
theologians today accept the appropriateness of perichoresis as an image for the Triune
God.37 However, the fact that perichoresis is not a New Testament word does not
diminish its potential as a metaphor for the Trinity. The ways in which scholars have used
perichoresis and perichoreuein to describe the Trinity can provide lessons on the
relational nature of the Triune God.
In what ways can a perichoretic view of the Trinity provide support for a
contemplative, relational discernment model? How does the imagery it evokes inform our
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praxis?38 How might lessons from a perichoretic view of the Trinity help us effectively
engage in discernment together, learning together, and being transformed, as we do so?
We will look at some examples to see if there is theological support for the use of a
contemplative, relational model of discernment.
We begin with a lesson on the mutuality39 involved in reflecting God’s glory,
which is expressed in a perichoretic view of the Triune God. Moltmann explains that as
part of the perichoretic relationship within the Trinity, the three persons of the one God
help each other manifest their glory:
The trinitarian persons do not merely exist and live in one another; they
also bring one another mutually to manifestation in the divine glory.
...From all eternity the Father is ‘the Father of glory’ (Eph. 1.17), the
eternal Word is ‘the reflection of glory’ (Heb. 1.3) and the Holy Spirit is
‘the spirit of glory’ (1 Peter 4.14). The Persons of the Trinity make one
another shine through that glory, mutually and together.40
Moltmann suggests that God’s glory41 is made visible through the ways in which the
three persons of the one God relate to one another. It would seem then, that there is an
important relational aspect to manifesting God’s glory, both for the Triune God and for

38

Ray Anderson provides a definition of praxis that goes beyond the secular definition of praxis as
a “practice, practical application of a theory.” http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/praxis
Anderson explains, “Practice tends to refer to tasks which carry out a plan or actions that relate theory to a
task . . . Praxis, on the other hand, also involves tasks, but in the performing of the tasks, meaning is
discovered, not merely applied.” Ray S. Anderson, The Shape of Practical Theology: Empowering Ministry
with Theological Praxis (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2001), 47.
39

According to a secular understanding of mutual, mutuality occurs when two individuals or a
group are “directed by each toward the other or the others.”
“Mutual,” http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/mutual (accessed December 4, 2012).
40
41

Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom, 176.

The “glory of God” is God’s divine character that is made visible because of who and what the
Triune God is and does. James W. McClendon, Jr., Doctrine: Systematic Theology, Vol. 2 (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1994), 440.

63
believers reflecting God’s glory.42 While the idea of mutuality doesn’t diminish the need
for individual believers to glorify God, this example of the mutuality at work in the
Trinity to manifest God’s glory seems to suggest that how believers relate and act
together will impact their ability to reflect God’s glory. If this is so, then practicing
discernment together could be one way in which believers can intentionally incline
themselves toward each other and God as they seek to be faithful and glorify God
together. This mutuality seems to involve all of one’s being: heart, soul and mind.
Just as Lawler noted the “fortuitous error” in drawing upon perichoreuein as the
basis for perichoresis, LaCugna also believes the metaphor of dance and perichoresis
provides value in understanding the Triune God, “even if the philological warrant for this
is scant.”43 LaCugna explains why the concept is appropriate as a metaphor for the
Trinity, and in doing so, provides a lesson on partnership:
Choreography suggests that the partnership of movement, symmetrical but
not redundant, as each dancer expresses and at the same time fulfills
him/herself towards the other. In inter-action and inter-course, the dancers
(and the observers) experience one fluid motion of encompassing,
permeating, enveloping, outstretching. There are neither leaders nor
followers in the divine dance, only an eternal movement of reciprocal
giving and receiving, giving again and receiving again.44
LaCugna’s description of the Divine dance and the “partnership of movement” invites us
to reflect on how we are partnering with God and our brothers and sisters in Christ in the
ongoing mission of God. How do we make room for our brothers and sisters who may
have different opinions? The imagery evoked by the concept of perichoresis can provide
42
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a focal point through which we contemplate our relationships with each other in the body
of Christ and how God’s perichoretic nature should be reflected in the ways in which we
are self-giving, loving, and supportive in our relationships.
Another lesson is the communion inherent in the Godhead, which is brought into
focus by the perichoretic view of the Trinity.45 Torrance speaks of our communion with
God and one another and how believers find their true humanity in perichoretic unity
with God and one another:
There is established for us in the gospel a threefold relation of
communion, mutual indwelling, perichoretic unity: (a) between Jesus and
the Father in the Spirit, into which we are drawn to participate, (b)
between Christ and his body in the communion of the Spirit and (c)
between the members of the body by life in the Spirit.46
The intimacy of the Triune God’s communion invites us to reflect on the gift of intimate
communion that God offers to us. Torrance invites us to see that understanding the
perichoretic view of the doctrine of the Trinity can help us better understand our
relationship and communion with God and with others in the body of Christ. As Marshall
has rightly noted, the Scriptural witness of the Holy Spirit “is often linked to communion
(koinonia)…It is a Trinitarian virtue to live life opened out in relationality, in the power
of the Spirit.47 Contemplative, relational discernment practices can provide an
opportunity for the practitioner to be open to God, and thus, honor this Trinitarian virtue.
To summarize, the perichoretic view of the Trinity provides lessons that indicate
there is theological support for a contemplative, relational discernment model. The first
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of the three lessons is the mutuality inherent in the Trinity that makes the glory of God
visible. There is a relational aspect to manifesting God’s glory. Discerning God’s will
and making decisions together can provide opportunities to glorify God. The second
lesson is the “partnership of movement,” which invites us to reflect on how we are
partnering with God and our brothers and sisters in Christ in the ongoing mission of God.
Partnerships are about connections rather than individuals. In partnerships one makes
room for the other to work together for a common goal. Relational discernment practices
provide a way to partner with other believers and God in fulfilling the mission of God.
The third lesson from the perichoretic view is the communion within the Triune God,
which can help us to better understand our relationship and communion with God, as well
as with others in the body of Christ. Communion is about intimate connection.
Contemplative practices of discernment can be ways in which believers engage in deep
communion with God and each other.
These lessons provide support for a contemplative, relational discernment model.
However, these lessons are predicated upon the assumption that believers are invited to
participate in the perichoretic life of God and enabled to do so.
Lessons from Christology, Ecclesiology and Pneumatology
In the previous chapter the Biblical witness of Jesus as the incarnation of the
Eternal Word (logos) was examined. In this section we will investigate the claim that
participation in the perichoretic life of the Triune God is made possible through the work
of Jesus, who is the incarnation of God, as well as the ongoing ministry of the Holy
Spirit. This will be accomplished by examining a theological understanding of the
Second Person of the Trinity, Christ Jesus, who is both human and divine, as well as his
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work of salvation. We will also examine a theological view of the Spirit and how the
Spirit enables believers to continue in the perichoretic relationship with God and with
other believers that together are the Church. We will also inquire into the theological
understanding of the Church as the body of Christ, a source of ongoing communion with
Christ, and an instrument through which Christ’s mission of reconciliation continues.
These areas will be examined to see if they create a theological basis for a contemplative,
relational discernment model.
In the Nicene Creed, which is included in the PC(USA)’s Book of Confessions, it
states that Jesus is, “the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father, God from God,
Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one Being with the
Father…was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and became truly
human.”48 Christians believe that “in the particular man, Jesus of Nazareth, God is
manifest.”49 Jesus is the incarnation of God, both fully God and fully human.50 But what
is the basis for believing the humanity and divinity of Jesus and the incarnation?
Scripture indicates the humanity of Jesus through numerous examples. Jesus was
the birth child of Mary.51 Jesus “grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and
man.”52 Luke 11:12 notes Jesus’ hunger, while John 4:6 indicates the fatigue Jesus
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experienced. Jesus died a painful death.53 These are indications of the human condition.
The New Testament does not question the humanity of Jesus;54 and in modern Christian
teaching, the humanity of Jesus of Nazareth has “near-unanimity unequaled since the
days of his earthly career.”55 However, in the early history of theology, there were some
who questioned the humanity of Jesus.56 The Docetists argued that “Jesus’ humanity was
only an ‘appearance’: he did not really suffer or die.”57 Gregory of Nazianzus’ response
to the Docetists’ argument revealed a theological concern that negating the humanity of
Jesus would negate Jesus’ work of salvation.58 Gregory of Nazianzus stated, “That which
he has not assumed, he has not healed.”59
The Apostle Paul affirms the humanity of Jesus when Paul refers to Jesus as a
“second Adam.”60 Paul uses this description in the sense that the first Adam failed to live
in perfect relationship with God and brought death, but Jesus relives the life of Adam in
perfect, obedient relationship with God, and thus, brings life.61 Thus, Jesus is the perfect
expression of what humanity was created to be.
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Scripture provides a witness to the acceptance of Jesus of Nazareth as the Christ.62
“Messiah” is the Hebrew term used in the Old Testament for the “anointed one” whose
arrival was anticipated by the Hebrew people for the redemption from their enemies that
the Messiah would bring.63 Christos is the Greek equivalent used in the New Testament
and from which we get the title “Christ.”64 However, the title Messiah, itself, does not
imply divinity,65 so upon what basis do we accept the divinity of Jesus and why is it
important?
First, we will construct a theological case for the divinity of Jesus. We start by
noting Biblical support. The following three categories of Biblical support are suggested
in Plantinga, Thompson and Lundberg’s book An Introduction to Christian Theology:
1. The other titles that Jesus is given. For example, while the title Son of Man
may imply divine status, the divinity “is more readily secured in the title Son
of God,”66 and during worship the use of the title Lord in reference to Jesus,
“would be tantamount to calling him God.”67
2. The divine functions he assumes. For example, “activities ascribed to God
alone in the OT are in the NT also ascribed to Christ.” A role in creation is
asserted in Colossians 1:16 and John 1:3. Jesus claims “he will be the judge at
the end of the world” in Matthew 25:31-46 and in Mark 2:1-12 and Luke 7:48
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it implies that Jesus has the power to forgive sins.68 Scripture states that Jesus
is God’s only mediator between God and humankind and that Jesus is God’s
unique agent for the salvation of the world.69
3. The worship he receives. This is evident from the prayers to Christ noted in
Acts 7:59-60; 1 Corinthians 16:22 and 2 Corinthians 12:8, and the doxologies
ascribed to Christ Jesus in Romans 9:5; 2 Timothy 4:18 and 2 Peter 3:18, as
well as the “I AM” statements in the Gospel of John that echo the “I AM” of
Exodus 3:14.70
The titles ascribed to Jesus in Scripture, the functions he fulfilled, and the worship he
received, all point to Jesus’ divinity. Christology affirms the Biblical witness of the
divinity of Jesus that “God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself.”71
Just as the doctrine of the Trinity was developed in response to the previously
noted problems of tritheism, subordinationism, and modalism, the early development of
Christology resulted from wrestling with controversies. One controversial school of
thought, the Alexandrian school, “emphasized the divinity of Christ and the unity of his
person, often to the detriment of his full humanity,”72 while the Antiochene school
“emphasized the humanity of Christ and the difference between the ‘two natures’ of
Christ’s being, often to the detriment of the unity of his person.”73 Doctrinal statements
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were developed in response to these controversies during several councils in the fourth
and fifth centuries.
The Council of Nicea (325) had affirmed Jesus was the Son of God, fully divine,
and of the same substance as God the Father.74 The Council of Constantinople (381)
confirmed that Jesus was fully human and fully divine.75 The Council of Chalcedon (451)
asserted that the individual person, Jesus, consisted of two natures “true deity and true
humanity (including both a human soul and body), natures that retain their distinctive
characteristics even in the incarnational union.”76 Another affirmation from the Council
of Chalcedon was the confession of the historical Jesus as the second person of the
Trinity.77 The Council of Chalcedon negated the controversial positions of the
Alexandrian and Antiochene schools by affirming that “the divine and human natures are
united without separation or division…the union takes place without confusion or change
in the natures.”78
The Doctrine of the Incarnation teaches that it is in the total life, death, and
resurrection of Jesus, that “God’s presence is to be found.”79 As God incarnate, Jesus
reveals “who God is, what God is like and how we are to live.”80 Jesus perfectly reveals
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the Divine to us because of who Jesus is. As the incarnate God, Jesus has the power and
authority to invite us into a perichoretic relationship with the Triune God.
Starting with the Biblical witness for a development of Christology has been
called a Christology “from below,” which means that one begins by examining the man
Jesus and what led to the recognition of his divinity.81 The traditional approach has been
considered a Christology “from above,” which has been described as a Christology in
which there is a presupposition of “the preexistence of Christ and then proceeds to
examine how it could be the case that a member of the Trinity could descend into our
reality so as to become human.”82 Thus, a Christology “from below” has the resurrection
at the center, while one “from above” has the incarnation at the center.83
Both the incarnation and the resurrection provide the basis for believers to accept
that Jesus has the power and authority necessary to help us enter into the perichoretic life
of God. Just as Christ’s claim to power and authority because of who Jesus is, Jesus has
the power and authority to invite us into a perichoretic relationship with God because of
what Jesus has done. The ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus are all part of His
reconciling work, which provides a means of forgiveness of sins and restoration of
human-divine relationships.84 By the transformation of Jesus’ death to incorruptible life,
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his resurrection is seen as the “final defeat of evil.”85 The power of God displayed
through the resurrection86 establishes the Christian hope of new life and transformation.87
Through his death and resurrection the atoning work of God was completed, but
how this work results in forgiveness and reconciliation is the subject of various theories
of atonement:
1. The Substitution Theory - This view sees the atonement of Christ as being a
vicarious, substitutionary sacrifice that satisfied the demands of God’s justice
upon sin and restores a person’s relationship with God.88
2. The Ransom theory - This ransom view was used by the fourth-century theologian
Gregory of Nyssa based on verses such as Mark 10:45– “the Son of Man came …
to give his life as a ransom for the many”. In this theory, Jesus liberates mankind
from slavery to Satan and thus death by giving his own life as a ransom.89
3. The Christus Victor theory - A variation on the ransom theory is the “Christ is
Victor Theory”, which sees Jesus not used as a ransom but rather defeating Satan
in a spiritual battle and thus freeing enslaved mankind by defeating the captor.90
4. The Moral influence theory: In this theory, the idea is that Christ’s passion is an
act of exemplary obedience which has an affect on the intentions of those who
learn of it. Jesus’ death on the cross demonstrates the extent of God’s love for us,
and moved by this great act of love mankind responds and is transformed by the
power of the Holy Spirit.91
The doctrine of sin explains why the work of reconciliation was needed, although
there have been a number of ways in which sin has been understood. It has been
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suggested that at its core, sin is rebellion against God that creates estrangement.92 Sin has
also been described as “the denial of human destiny as appointed by God”93 or as “the
denial of our relatedness to God and our need for God’s grace.”94 These examples
suggest that sin is something resulting from personal choice. In this understanding of sin,
which falls under the category of “actual sin,” there are elements of responsibility,
willfulness and culpability.95 Actual sin differs from the concept of original or inherited
sin.96
In the Patristic era theologians accepted the Biblical account of Adam and Eve’s
sin as an historical event involving real people and from it developed the doctrine of
original sin, with Augustine providing the most famous elaboration of original sin.97
Friedrich Schleiermacher reworked the doctrine of original sin to keep Augustine’s ideas
of the necessity of grace and unavoidability of sin, but without locating the origin of sin
in two historic human beings through whom sin is transmitted to every other human.98
Instead, Schleiermacher drew on the idea that while sin’s ultimate origins are unknown,
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sin is transmitted through the “systems, institutions and cultures of human society, which
have been permeated by sin.”99
Whether through original sin or actual sin, sin distorts the image of God (imago
Dei) in which humans were created.100 In writing about the imago Dei, the authors of An
Introduction to Christian Theology note:
God’s will for human beings is that they represent God in creation with
integrity, that they have dominion over the world in responsible, stewardly
ways, and that their fruitfulness be a blessing to those around them. In
short, as persons-in-relation, they are called to live with and for one
another in ways that mirror the divine love.101
This quote invites us to reflect on God’s will for us to live well and love well, but also on
how sin can impact our behaviors and relationships. Knowing what our lives are meant to
be like and the reality of the destructiveness of sin is a cause for reflection on the solution
for sin that God has offered. The solution is God’s salvific work in Christ through the
Spirit.102 Salvation offers a future deliverance from the power of death and personal
transformation in life to help the believer reflect the image of God.103 The atoning work
accomplished through the cross and the resurrection of Jesus is the basis for believing104
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that Christ Jesus has the power to deliver what he promises. Believers can be delivered
from the power of death, lives transformed, and communities of believers enabled to
follow God’s leading.
Regardless of what theory of atonement or combination of theories best explains
how God’s graceful gift of salvation is made possible through the atoning work of Jesus,
putting one’s personal faith in Jesus is a decisive factor for salvation.105 It is through
one’s choice of faith to believe and put his or her trust in Jesus as the Christ that the grace
of salvation is received.106 While the doctrine of justification teaches that God’s work in
Christ is a free gift and not one that people can earn, the salvific act of God does call for a
human response of faith.107
The confession of faith in Jesus as Lord and Savior is more than an intellectual
agreement that Jesus is the Son of God. As Migliore states, “It is faith knowledge. Faith
in this person is not just knowing about him but trusting in him and being ready to follow
him.”108 This means that salvation is not just an event where an intellectual choice is
made to put one’s faith in Jesus. It is the beginning of a transformative, perichoretic
relationship with the Triune God and others,109 made possible by Jesus. Salvation also
involves a life-long sanctifying process where the Christian believer gradually becomes
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“conformed in disposition and behavior to the image of Christ through God’s grace”110 as
one seeks to faithfully follow Jesus. By placing his or her faith and trust in Jesus as Lord
and Savior, the believer becomes part of the Church, “a group of people who have been
called out of a larger group of people for a particular purpose.”111
How are we to understand the Church? Jesus, the crucified and resurrected
Christ,112 is the head of the Church,113 which was inaugurated by the Holy Spirit on the
day of Pentecost.114 It is Christ Jesus who gives the Church its purpose,115 that is, to
participate with God in the ongoing salvific mission of God and continue God’s work in
transforming history.116 There are four characteristic marks of the Church noted in the
Nicene Creed.117 The first mark is unity. The unity of the Church is not based on
uniformity in doctrine, rather, the Church’s unity is “found only in its head, Jesus Christ.
It is Christ, the Lord over the Church and whose gospel is to be proclaimed in all of the
churches, who constitutes the unity of the church.”118 Migliore adds that unity is being
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rooted in “fellowship with God through Christ in the Spirit.”119 This suggests that the
unity of the Church is found in Jesus and experienced through our relationship with Him.
The second mark of the Church is holiness. Because people have a sin condition,
as part of being human, it is logical to assume that holiness does not mean sinlessness.
History is full of examples that prove the Church is not without sin.120 However, just as
the unity of the Church is derived from the Church’s relationship with Jesus, holiness is
also a mark of the Church because the Church is “the body of its head, Jesus Christ, and
the adopted people of the Triune God,”121 and thus, “the church is in a derivative sense
holy because God is holy.”122 As this quote suggests, holiness is a characteristic of the
church because of what and who the church is, the body of Christ and the adopted people
of God, but holiness is also a result of what the church does. That does not mean the
church “earns” its holiness. Rather, the Church participates with the Spirit in the ongoing
sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit.123
The third mark of the Church is its Catholicity. This is not a repudiation of the
PC(USA)’s Reformation roots, but an acknowledgement of our belief in the one,
universal Church, which is a way of saying “the Church as a whole in both time and
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space.”124 The fourth mark of the Church is that it is apostolic. This mark indicates that
the Church, like the Apostles who did Christ’s work, is apostolic in the sense that it is
also “sent into the world to do God’s work”125 as Christ’s representatives to share the
gospel in both word and deed.126
These four marks invite us to reflect on how relational discernment can help
believers “be the Church” as indicated by the marks of the Church. Might the
discernment practices of councils provide a way of deepening members’ fellowship with
the Triune God and each other? The call to be holy and participate in the sanctifying
work of the Holy Spirit is a responsibility for both individual believers and communities
of faith. All believers are to participate in sharing the gospel, although how they do so
may vary. Engaging in relational discernment is a means of being aware of what the
Spirit is doing or how the Spirit is inviting participation, so that the individual and
community can then respond in obedience to the particular ways in which the various
groups are led to do the work of the church.
The Doctrine of the Church teaches that the general work of the Church is done
through several tasks. The first task is the proclamation of the Gospel, “by which the
church makes disciples and teaches people the way of Christ.”127 Administering the
sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper is the “second means by which the church
proclaims the triune God’s work in the world.”128 The third task is the “enacted
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proclamation,”129 meaning the witness to the kingdom of God that is enacted through the
life of the community. It is because of the responsibility of these tasks and the
particularity with which the Spirit leads different people,130 that engagement in
discernment, as a community, is a valuable and necessary practice.
The Church lives into what it is called to be and fulfills its tasks through the
ministry of the Spirit. The Spirit does not just animate a church that already exists,131 the
Church was inaugurated by the Spirit132 on the day of Pentecost.133 The Biblical witness
teaches that the Spirit prays with and for believers.134 Therefore, as the agent of new
life,135 the Spirit can help the Church and individuals fulfill their potential.136 The Spirit
empowers the Church by giving believers spiritual gifts for the common good of the
community.137 The Spirit is at work in believers in their on-going sanctifying activity,138
which results in their transformation. As individuals are transformed, the Church’s ability
to live into her call and fulfill her task is impacted.
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The Spirit functions as a mediator. The Spirit binds human beings to the Father
through Christ Jesus139 and binds believers to other believers.140 In other words, the Spirit
mediates the relationship and communion that binds them together. Worship is an
example of where this happens, since worship is, as Torrance writes, “the gift of
participating through the Spirit in the incarnate Son’s communion with the Father.”141
The Spirit mediates revelation. The Spirit points to Christ and makes Him known.
The revelation of the Word of God (the Word that became flesh and the written word,
Scripture) to believers is considered “special revelation,” provided through God’s
“redemptive acts and words.”142 While general revelation is “a natural knowledge of God
via creation and providence, apprehended by human reason, intuition, or conscience,”143
special revelation can be understood through several models.144 One model is
characterized as “historical,” in which God’ activity in history reveals God’s character
and identity, i.e. the Covenantal interactions with Israel, the incarnation, and the Spirit’s
work in the Church.145 Another model is “doctrinal,” in which revelation “is a series of
eternal truths or timeless propositions found either in the teachings of Scripture…or in
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the teachings of the church.”146 A third model is “experiential,” which is about “religious
experience, with an existential sense of divine presence, resulting in a new understanding
of God, self and the world.”147 This third model invites us to consider the Spirit’s
involvement in mediating God’s presence to believers during contemplative practices for
discernment, for example, during prayer and meditation.
The work of the Spirit is not intended exclusively for individual believers or the
Church. As Karkkainen rightly states, “The Holy Spirit was sent to the people of God, but
this people exists for the sake of the world. The Holy Spirit was sent to the whole world
to bring about a new creation, and the Spirit’s action in the Church is subordinate to this
goal.”148 From this we can see that the Spirit not only mediates the presence, power, and
life of Christ within the Church, as the Church moves towards the fulfillment of the new
creation in the coming kingdom,149 but the Spirit also mediates God’s transforming love
to the world.
Developing a doctrine of the work and person of the Third Person of the Trinity
has not been without difficulty. There have been numerous controversies and challenges
in the development of pneumatology. Augustine’s belief that the Spirit is the “bond of
love between the Father and Son”150 impacts an understanding of the Spirit in several
ways. First, by limiting the Spirit to a “bond of love between Father and Son” the Spirit is
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depersonalized and divested “of full personality.”151 Second, it subordinates the Spirit
due to a perceived primacy of the Father-Son relationship.152 Third, it decouples the
Spirit work of creation depicted in the Old Testament with the Spirit’s work of new
creation and life in the New Testament.153
Augustine’s approach to the Spirit laid the theological groundwork for the
controversial filioque a few centuries later.154 The statement in the Nicene Creed about
the Spirit’s “procession” from Father was formally amended in 1014 with the addition of
filioque (Latin for “and the son”), which “led to the formal split between the western
Roman Catholic Church and the eastern Byzantine Orthodox Church.”155 The Eastern
Church’s position is that the Spirit proceeds only from the Father.156 The Eastern Church
has emphasized pneumatology, while Christology has been the emphasis of western
theology.157 Another challenge is that historically, the doctrine of the Holy Spirit has
sometimes been “subsumed under the doctrine of salvation, since the Spirit’s principal
role has been seen to be the application of Christ’s saving work” (sanctification).158 The
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Spirit has been called the “neglected member of the Trinity,” although that has changed
in the last few decades.159
The Biblical witness to the Spirit as personal and divine is done mainly through
the Spirit’s functions. For example, the Spirit is involved in Creation (Genesis 1:2),
instructs (Nehemiah 9:20), guides (Psalm 143:10), grieves (Isaiah 63:10), plays a role in
judgment (John 16:-11), bears witness (Acts 5:32), sends (Acts 13:4), and appoints (Acts
20:28).160 Both the Old Testament and the New Testament speaks to the power the Spirit
imparts (Numbers 11:25; Acts 1:8). The Gospel of John reveals that the Spirit cannot be
considered just the power of the Father or the Son, because the “Spirit is another
Advocate.”161 Based on the broad Biblical witness of the Spirit, creedal statements were
developed affirming the belief “that the Spirit is a personal divine member of the Holy
Trinity.”162
Jesus lived in the power of the Spirit163 and as followers of Jesus we too have the
responsibility to live in the power of the Spirit164 as we worship and serve the Triune
God. Worship is not just what we do on Sunday. Worship is our acknowledgement of and
response to God in all of our life.165 Discernment is an act of worship and a response of
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love to the God who loves us first.166 In discernment, we participate through the Spirit in
the Son’s communion with the Father. It is out of this loving communion that we
experience God’s heart. As we allow ourselves to be indwelt by God, we are able to listen
to the “still, small voice of God”167 and respond to the work of the Spirit. It is a
perichoretic experience. As we discern with our brothers and sisters in Christ, together
we enter into the communion of the Triune God, and, in the process, the community is
strengthened.
In his book Soaring in the Spirit: Rediscovering Mystery in the Christian Life,
Charles Conniry, Jr. recounts a lesson he learned from his mentor and friend, theologian
James McClendon about four stages of the Christian life:
The first stage is introduction - our first encounter with the way of Christ.
This, says McClendon, is memorialized in the church’s practice of
catechism. The second is initiation - the transition point from our own way
to the way of Christ. “Conversion” is closely tied to this state and baptism
is the corresponding practice. The third stage is following - McClendon
equates this with the biblical term discipleship and says that the church’s
recurring practice of Eucharist marks this stage … there remains a lessrecognized but vital fourth stage in our spiritual journey. He describes it in the spirit of Isaiah 40.31 - as Christian soaring, and says that corporate
spiritual discernment is the corresponding practice.168
We can participate in the communion between the three persons of the Trinity as we
deepen our own communion with one another and God through our engagement together
in rational and contemplative discernment practices. Soaring in the Spirit allows local
expressions of the Church to see things in God’s perspective.
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Conclusion
In this chapter we have examined how doctrines of the Trinity, Christ, the Church,
and the Spirit might provide support for the use of contemplative, relational discernment
practices. In this chapter several key theological concepts that can serve as a foundation
for developing and using a relational discernment model have been highlighted. The
chapter began with a reminder that although theology is an important discipline to help us
better understand and articulate our belief in the Triune God we worship, and how we
relate to this God, the deeper insights we receive through the discipline of theology
should be accompanied by transformation. Encountering God should never leave us the
same.
The theological foundation for a contemplative, relational discernment model
centers on the relational view of the Trinity that the concept of perichoresis provides. A
perichoretic view of the Trinity honors the fullness of God. It avoids focusing on just one
of the persons of the Trinity. This is important for discernment because just as the Trinity
cannot be separated into different Gods, neither should our discernment be focused on
only one person of the Trinity. There is only one true God and only one source for our
discernment. Through Jesus believers are invited into the perichoretic life of God. The
Spirit then enables believers to live in perichoretic relationship with God and with each
other as the Church, the body of Christ in the world. The Spirit mediates the revelation of
God’s Word, presence and direction, in order to continue the work of sanctification and
to continue Christ’s mission in the world. Through Jesus and the Spirit believers are able
to share in the communion of Father, Son and Spirit.
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The perichoretic view of the Trinity invites us to consider the relational aspect
involved in manifesting God’s glory, the partnership of movement within the Trinity, and
the deep communion within the Triune God, and the implications it might have for the
Church. Does the mutuality involved in manifesting God’s glory suggest that there can be
some spiritual dynamic happening when councils practice discernment together, different
from individual believers practicing discernment? That is a question worth considering.
The practice of discernment provides a means to be intentional about seeking to
live in obedience with God and what God is doing in our individual lives, in our
churches, in our communities and in the world. As we engage in the life of the body of
Christ, we are reminded that we are not alone. We are part of a larger group, the Church,
empowered by the Spirit and overseen by its head, Christ Jesus. Thus, there is an
individual responsibility for disciples to be discerning and there is a communal
responsibility to be discerning at all levels and expressions of the Church.
In the next chapter historical examples of discernment will be explored, such as:
the practice of discernment in the Ignatian tradition, spiritual direction and a subset of
spiritual direction called “small group spiritual direction,” two examples from the Quaker
tradition (“Clearing Committees” and their “Meeting for Worship where Business is
Conducted”), as well as describing various ways through which Christians have
historically discerned God’s presence and direction.

CHAPTER FOUR
HISTORICAL EXAMPLES OF CONTEMPLATIVE, RELATIONAL
DISCERNMENT PRACTICES
A voice came from the cloud, saying,
“This is my Son, whom I have chosen; listen to him.”1

Introduction
The thesis of this dissertation centers on the question, Would the practice of a
contemplative, relational discernment model, in conjunction with existing, rationalfocused discernment processes, help to enhance the decision making in governing bodies
of the Presbyterian Church (USA)? If the answer is presumed to be in the affirmative,
then the next question is whether or not there are historical precedents of using
contemplative and relational discernment practices within the Church. Does Church
history support the premise that a contemplative, relational discernment model has merit
or that God is still communicating with individuals and groups of believers who listen for
God’s word to them? In answer to these questions, this chapter explores three claims.
First, there is historical precedent for following a contemplative model of paying
attention to the living and written Word for discernment. Second, a decision making
model of paying attention to Christ and the movement of the Spirit, in tandem with
responding accordingly is practiced individually and corporately within a culture of
listening. Third, historically God’s people have been able to perceive God’s presence
and direction through a variety of ways and these avenues are still open to believers
today.
1
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87

88
In support of the first two claims, I will examine the historical practices of: divine
reading (lectio divina), the Ignatian Exercises, two examples from the Quaker tradition,
(“Clearness Committees” and “Meetings for Worship in which Business is Conducted”),
spiritual direction and a subset of spiritual direction called “small group spiritual
direction.” These practices include intentionally paying attention, listening, discerning
and responding to God.
As noted in Chapter One, some elders may have objections to contemplative
practices or may be leery of the mystical2 nature of the experiences resulting from
contemplative practices. Not only is the authenticity of specific mystical experiences in
question, but an underlying suspicion or concern about whether or not Jesus’
communicates through the “still, small voice” and how to authenticate it. How does one
validate or rely on what is spoken through mystical visions, dreams, or words of
knowledge at this time in history? This question is related to the belief of cessationism.3
If cessationism is a de facto belief for some elders, the possibility of
contemplative, relational discernment practices which enhance decision making in
councils of the PC(USA) will be diminished.4 A lack of faith in one’s ability to hear from
God is detrimental to discernment practices. Therefore, in this chapter I will also
investigate a third claim that historically God’s people have been able to perceive God’s
2
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presence and direction through a variety of ways and these avenues are still open to
believers today. We will review the following ways through which believers have
continued to perceive God’s presence and direction: the Word, human reason, the Holy
Spirit’s “still, small voice,” semiotics, and dreams and visions.
A brief explanation of lectio divina and what it entails is presented before delving
into its actual use as is found in the Ignatian Exercises. In support of the first two claims,
I will also briefly note a challenge that the practice has faced. I will then examine the
influence of Benedict of Nursia, Bernard of Clairvaux, Guigo II and Ignatius of Loyola
upon the practice of lectio divina.
Divine Reading (Lectio Divina)
Simply put, lectio divina is Latin for divine reading, which initially was a practice
of slowly and reflectively reading a Scriptural passage out loud.5 The spiritual practice of
lectio divina has evolved over time, as we shall explore. What is constant is that the
discipline of lectio divina is less concerned about reading a book as “about seeking
Someone.”6 In addition, a particular method of practicing lectio divina is less important
than the “attitudinal dispositions” of the reader.7
Docility has rightly been used to describe the inner disposition of the heart needed
for lectio divina.8 In language that echoes the concept of perichoresis, the practice of
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lectio divina has been called “a penetration of the heart.”9 By opening one’s heart to God
through lectio divina, the believer moves closer to the desirable outcomes of “the
integration of heart and mind”10 and the bearing of spiritual fruit in the life of the
reader.11
In the practice of lectio divina a believer interacts with a text and with the Spirit to
receive insights in how the text is speaking into the believer’s life. As Studzinski noted,
“The ancients read with the sense that God was pointing out the way to life in what was
read. … Lectio demands concentration and focus—of the understanding, of the will, of
the heart, and of the imagination—in order to hear and recognize God’s voice.”12
Engaging the heart, mind, will and imagination in lectio divina allows for both
formational and informational outcomes.
As a result of the Protestant Reformation and the increased access to Scriptures
due to the invention of Gutenberg’s printing press, individuals were encouraged to read
the Scriptures.13 However, soon after they initially encouraged this type of reading,
Reformers such as Martin Luther, Ulrich Zwingli, Philip Melancthon and John Calvin
changed their endorsement of personal reading for lay people, based on a concern for
potential heterodox interpretations.14 Instead of an open endorsement without limitations,
the new endorsement for reading specified that it was to occur during a worship service,
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in the family with authorized commentaries guiding interpretations of what was read, or
within the “framework of catechetic and liturgical texts.”15 With this new availability
coupled with the concern for interpretation, the common focus of reading turned to a
more academic and intellectual approach to reading, looking for the “grammatical, literal,
or historical sense of a passage.”16 While an intellectual approach still remains a
dominant avenue for reading Scripture, the contemplative practice of lectio divina never
died out and has experienced resurgence in recent years.17
Contributors to the Development of Lectio Divina
Benedict of Nursia (480-547)
We look now at four examples of people who influenced the use of lectio divina,
starting with Benedict of Nursia (480-547). The Rule of Benedict, a document containing
instructions for Benedictine monks, is considered to be a document that “shaped
monasticism in the West”18 and the “primary reference to lectio divina in the patristic
era.”19 What is known of Benedict comes from the writings of Gregory the Great (540604).20 As a son of a prominent Italian family, Benedict was sent to Rome for his
education.21 However, disturbed by the decadent culture in which he found himself,
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Benedict left school to live as a hermit thirty miles outside of Rome, in order to devote
himself to God.22 Other believers searching for meaning in life found him and out of the
associations that developed the Benedictine monastic life developed.23 Contrary to
espousing a hermit’s life, Benedict came to believe that life in community was the best
way through which believers were enabled to fulfill their potential.24
In order to help achieve this end, the Rule of Benedict guided life in the
monastery. There were three main components of communal life specified in the Rule.
The opus Dei (work of God) was a formal worship service, which was considered the
“chief work of the monks.”25 The other two components were manual labor and lectio
divina. In chapter 48 of the Rule, Benedict writes, “Idleness is an enemy of the soul.
Therefore, the brothers should be occupied according to schedule in either manual labor
or holy reading.”26 By presenting both labor and holy reading as the counterpoint to
idleness, Benedict is highlighting the importance of divine reading in the life of the
monks. In chapter four of the Rule, the fifty-fifth of seventy-two “instruments of good
works”27 that Benedict notes is, “To enjoy holy reading.”28 In Benedict’s Rule we see the
importance of reading and the seeds of a future lectio divina practice.
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Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153)
Another example from Christian history of one who promoted divine reading is
Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153), a Cistercian abbot who sought to enrich the practice
of lectio divina.29 Bernard saw lectio divina as a way to help “restore the image of God
that has been obscured by sin.”30 Bernard believed that stirring one’s emotions enhanced
one’s spiritual receptivity to God.31 Therefore, Bernard “resisted the growing scholastic
single-minded focus on intellectual comprehension in reading.”32 To him, lectio divina
was less an intellectual pursuit and more an experiential exercise, “a way of making
contact with Christ.”33 To facilitate this, Bernard encouraged imaginative reading where a
believer would engage the text as if it were a present reality in which the believer was
participating.34 What stands out in Bernard’s view of the lectio divina practice is his
emphasis on the use of imagination, through which the believer’s heart can be open, and
as a result, transformation can be experienced.
While Benedict and Bernard called for a regular practice of divine reading, it was
a contemporary of Bernard’s, Guigo II (d. 1188), a prior of a Carthusian monastery in the
Alps,35 who helped to standardize the practice of lectio divina in the twelfth century.36
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Guigo II (d. 1188)
In a letter called The Ladder of Monks, Guigo II described how the idea of lectio
divina came to him, “One day when I was busy working with my hands I began to think
about our spiritual work, and all at once four stages in spiritual exercise came into my
mind: reading, meditation, prayer and contemplation. These make a ladder for monks by
which they are lifted up from earth to heaven.”37 In this description of Guigo II’s
experience, we see the beginning of a standardized format of lectio divina: lectio,
meditatio, oratio, and contemplatio.
For Guigo II, each rung is a separate activity that is to be followed in a prescribed
order:
Reading comes first, and is, as it were, the foundation; it provides the subject
matter we must use for meditation. Meditation considers more carefully what is to
be sought after; it digs, as it were, for treasure which it finds and reveals, but since
it is not in meditation’s power to seize upon the treasure, it directs us to prayer.
Prayer lifts itself up to God with all its strength, and begs for the treasure it longs
for, which is the sweetness of contemplation. Contemplation when it comes
rewards the labors of the other three; it inebriates the thirsting soul with the dew
of heavenly sweetness.38
For reading and meditation, Guigo II invites the believer to mentally enter into the text,
sit with it, savor it, and search for meaning. Guigo II’s description implies that he intends
for the search to lead to prayer and a desire for even more blessing. Contemplation is the
blessing of encountering God, tasting and seeing that the Lord is good.39 As he describes
the process of lectio, Guigo II’s prose invokes the senses, like the Psalmist. Guigo II
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summarizes lectio divina, “Reading seeks for the sweetness of a blessed life, meditation
perceives it, prayer asks for it, contemplation tastes it.”40
Guigo II’s contribution to the practice of lectio divina was to name and describe
the four parts of lectio divina. Both Bernard and Guigo II provide historical examples of a
contemplative spiritual practice that would continue to evolve and transform lives. In
Guigo II’s Ladder of Monks we can see a preliminary model or perhaps inspiration for
the Ignatian Exercises, to which we now turn.
Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556)
A major shift in the practice of divine reading and discernment came about
through the experience and influence of Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556), a younger son
from a noble family in the Basque country in northern Spain.41 While recovering from
battle wounds in 1521, Ignatius spent time reading.42 Since the family library did not
include the chivalrous tales Ignatius was used to reading, Ignatius was given Ludoph of
Saxony’s Life of Christ and The Golden Legend of Jacopo de Voragine.43 Ignatius began
to imagine imitating the saints and noticed that he experienced good feelings when he did
so, but he experienced feelings of sadness when he thought about worldly affairs.44 His
reading and reflection during and after convalescence brought a deeper awareness of and
appreciation for the spiritual life in Christ and new spiritual insights, which would
40
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eventually lead to Ignatius founding the Jesuit Order of the Catholic Church. His mystical
experiences, reading about Christ and the saints, and his reflections, all influenced the
development of the Spiritual Exercises.45
The Ignatian Spiritual Exercises
In the introduction to the Spiritual Exercises, Ignatius of Loyola explains their
intended aim, “Spiritual exercises are methods of preparing and disposing the soul to free
itself of all inordinate attachments, and after accomplishing this, of seeking and
discovering the Divine Will regarding the disposition of one’s life, thus insuring the
salvation of his soul.”46 Later he restates the purpose of the Spiritual Exercises explaining
that they are meant “to help the exercitant47 to conquer himself, and to regulate his life so
that he will not be influenced in his decisions by any inordinate attachment.”48 Ignatius
implies that by engaging in the Spiritual Exercises, believers will experience spiritual
freedom. Ignatius shows in these statements that he was concerned about the influences
surrounding believers that could draw them away from living for the greater glory of
God.49 Believers were encouraged to seek, recognize, and choose the greater glory of the
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kingdom of God in all things. The Exercises can help disciples grow in spiritual maturity,
discern what leads to the greater glory of God, clarify and deepen a believer’s
commitment to Jesus Christ,50 and to become more Christ-like.51 Ignatius’ intended
outcome from practicing the Spiritual Exercises suggests a shift in the practice of lectio
divina to include not only an emphasis on formation, but also underscoring the integral
component of discernment for the believer’s spiritual formation.
For Ignatius, the sense of consolation or desolation was an important element in
the process of discernment. Ignatius describes consolation in his Rules in a number of
ways. Consolation can be recognized by the shedding tears that stems from a deep sense
of love for the Creator or consolation could be recognized by an increase of faith, hope,
love and joy.52 Consolation has also been described as a sense of “peace, freedom,
light…the choice seems right.”53 When considering the sense of consolation or
desolation, for Ignatius, the touchstone for discernment was an increase of faith, hope and
love resulting from the ministry of the Holy Spirit.54 On the other hand, a sense of
desolation includes a “darkness of the soul, turmoil of the mind, inclination to low and
earthly things, restlessness resulting from many disturbances and temptations which lead
to loss of faith, loss of hope, and loss of love. It is also desolation when a soul finds itself
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completely apathetic, tepid, sad, and separated as it were, from its Creator and Lord.”55
While consolation can be experience with joy and peace, consolation can sometimes be
an experience of pain, for example, when a believer is self-sacrificing and self-giving as
God directs. However, when the cost of discipleship that results from God’s direction
brings pain, the consolation can have a peace that surpasses that pain.56
Ignatius configured the Exercises to be worked through in four weeks,
corresponding to the four parts of the Exercises,57 although according to Ignatius, the
Exercises could be “adapted to the requirements of the persons who wish to make
them.”58 In his preliminary instructions, Ignatius explained the focus of the four parts,
“The first, which is the consideration and contemplation of sin; the second, the life of our
Lord Jesus Christ up to and including Palm Sunday; the third, the passion of Christ our
Lord; and the fourth, the Resurrection and Ascension, to which are appended Three
Methods of Prayer.”59 Like Guigo II’s four rungs, the Exercises include elements of
lectio (reading), meditatio (meditation), oratio (prayer), and contemplatio
(contemplation), although lectio is not introduced until the second “week.”60 The last
three parts use a series of meditations based on Gospel texts.61
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In structuring the process for the Exercises, Ignatius also specified a daily time
commitment and the involvement of an instructor in the process. Those doing the
Spiritual Exercises were to devote at least an hour a day to the practice.62 In addition,
Ignatius called for an instructor, which Ignatius also refers to as a “director,”63 to be part
of the process. The director would be a guide for an individual making the Exercises,
although Ignatius noted that any instruction the director gives should be focused on the
subject matter for the contemplation or meditation and briefly stated.64 While there was
dialogue between the one directing and the one making the Exercises, Ignatius did not set
up the Exercises to be a confessional relationship. Ignatius writes, “The one giving the
Exercises need not inquire into, nor know the personal thoughts and sins of the one who
is making the Exercises, but it will be very useful for him to be kept faithfully informed
of the various disturbances and thoughts which the different spirits awaken in him.”65
However, Ignatius introduced a relational aspect to the contemplative spiritual practice of
lectio divina by specifying the director position and the director’s relationship with the
person making the Exercises.
Another important part of the Spiritual Exercises is the Examen of Conscience.
Ignatius structured the Examen to deepen the participant’s awareness of sin and provide a
means of transformation through daily examinations.66 A contemporary version of the
Examen is less focused on sin, although sin can still be a focus, and more focused on an
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awareness of how God has been present “within the events, circumstances, and feelings
of our daily lives.”67 The modern version is a means by which a believer cultivates an
awareness of the workings of the Spirit, which is an important skill for practicing
discernment. The Ignatian version is also important for developing both self-awareness
and God-awareness as the believer considers how he or she has missed “the greater good
for God’s glory,” the aim which motivated Ignatius.
One last element of the Exercises that warrants noting is the use of imagination in
the Spiritual Exercises. Like Bernard of Clairvaux and Guigo II, for Ignatius, the
imagination was an important tool for spiritual renewal and formation. Although Ignatius
seems to use the terms meditation and contemplation interchangeably at times, either
way, Ignatius expects the participant to engage their imagination. For example, in week
one when the meditation focus is on sin, Ignatius writes:
The first prelude is a mental image of the place. It should be noted at this point
that when the meditation or contemplation is on a visible object, for example,
contemplating Christ our Lord during His life on earth, the image will consist of
seeing with the mind’s eye the physical place where the object that we wish to
contemplate is present … In meditations on subject matter that is not visible, as
here in meditation on sins, the mental image will consist of imagining, and
considering my soul imprisoned in its corruptible body, and my entire being in
this vale of tears as an exile among brute beasts. By entire being I mean both body
and soul.68
The use of the God-given faculty of imagination allows for the possibility of believers
encountering Christ and being changed. As part of the Exercises, the believer making the
Exercises is encouraged to use his or her imagination and engage in a colloquy with one
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of the characters in the Gospel story.69 By Ignatius’ repeated call for colloquies
throughout the Exercises, Ignatius indicates his belief that there was benefit in the
imaginative encounters.
While the Spiritual Exercises were not intended to be a contemplative
discernment method for a group of people, it was intended to be relational in the sense
that an individual did not go through the process of the Exercises alone. There was
always another person, the director, with whom the individual processed their thoughts
and feelings experienced in the Spiritual Exercises. The inclusion of a director, as well as
the conversations taking place in the participant’s imagination, points to the dynamic and
relational aspects of the Exercises.
Lectio Divina has evolved to “a place of prominence among practices of Christian
spirituality across denominational lines. … As a result of the practice of lectio people
find themselves feeling, imagining, thinking and acting differently. They acquire the
‘mind of Christ’ and are readied to transform the world as Christ did.”70 Like any
spiritual discipline, regular practice of the Spiritual Exercises is beneficial for those who
desire to be Christ’s disciples. The Spiritual Exercises can help the believer to develop a
deeper sensitivity to the movement of the Spirit. It can also help believers to develop a
deeper sense of who they are in Christ. Drawing from the example of the Ignatian
Exercises, perhaps governing bodies of the PC(USA) could select Biblical stories and
themes to be used in times of discernment, as a way of enhancing discernment and
decision making.
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We now turn our attention to another example of contemplative, relational
discernment practice. In particular, we will examine group spiritual direction, a subset of
a generic model of spiritual direction.
Spiritual Direction
As we have seen through the example of the Jesuits’ practice of spiritual direction
through the Ignatian Exercises, spiritual direction has been used for centuries to help
disciples of Christ Jesus in their spiritual journey both for discernment and formation.
Over the last few decades there has been a revival of interest by people seeking to learn
and engage in the practice of spiritual direction.71
So how does a general approach to spiritual direction compare to the approach of
the Ignatian Exercises? Both are focused on the prayer life and spiritual growth of the
believer seeking direction, in order that the directee might grow into the fullness of
Christ.72 While the Ignatian approach to spiritual direction is very structured, spiritual
direction in general is more flexible and does not include a series of readings and
meditations to be followed in a particular schedule. In both the Exercises and in a general
approach to spiritual direction, there is a director and a directee. In both approaches, the
director seeks to help the directee “pay attention to God’s personal communication to him
or her, to respond to this personally communicating God, to grow in intimacy with this
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God, and to live out the consequences of the relationship.73 This can happen through the
director reflecting back to the directee or asking questions.74
When thinking of a human “spiritual director” the title can be a misnomer for two
reasons. First, the true Spiritual Director is the Spirit of God and second, the human
director does not direct or tell the directee what to do and think. Rather, through listening
and questions, the human director helps the directee to focus his or her attention to God
and the movement of the Spirit in his or her life in order to respond to God. Barry and
Connolly write of this responsibility of spiritual directors, “Teaching, preaching, and
moral guidance are not the proper task of spiritual directors. Their task is to help people
experience God’s action and respond to him. Fostering discovery rather than teaching
doctrine is their purpose.”75 This is true in the case of a relationship between an
individual director and directee and in the case of group spiritual direction where the
group can function as a director as individuals within the group take turns in the directee
role.
While it is difficult to definitively point to the origin of group spiritual direction,
the Shalem Institute for Spiritual Formation, which became a formal entity in 1975,76 is
an organization that has influenced the practice. The formation of spiritual development
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groups evolved out of the Institute’s ministry77 and from the work with those groups, the
Institute began to develop the practice of group spiritual direction.78
The purpose of group spiritual direction is the same as with a general approach to
spiritual direction. The purpose is to help the directee notice more clearly the work of the
Spirit in his or her life79 and to respond to the new awareness of God, so that Christ is
continually formed within the directee.80 Just as with one-on-one spiritual direction,
discernment can be an outcome of the process of group spiritual direction.81 However, the
goal of spiritual direction is not to have all of life’s questions answered, but rather, to be
able to “draw closer to God in the midst of the questions.”82
In a group spiritual direction session with four to six members, the process might
be as follows:
•

The group can select one of its members to act as a facilitator.

•

The group might start with a time of silence or a short meditation.

•

Each individual shares with the group for five to fifteen minutes what they
would normally share with a single director. The group listens without
interrupting until the directee has finished, at which time clarification
questions only are allowed.

•

The group again makes space for God in prayerful silence and listens for the
still, small voice of God for the directee.
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•

After the three to four minutes of silence, the group offers the directee
comments or questions that have come up out of the time of silence.83

•

The group then spends five minutes of silent prayer for the directee.

•

The process then repeats itself with another person acting as the directee.84

The group engages in contemplative prayer, a prayer of silent listening, which is “loving
attentiveness to God.”85 The process of group spiritual direction, itself, is a form of
relational, contemplative prayer and discernment as the group offers their time to God
and one another86 in a rhythm of attentiveness, listening, sharing, and praying.
The evolution of spiritual direction from one-on-one direction to group direction
has benefits. Group direction can provide a corrective to any tendency towards selfabsorbed individualism.87 Our perspective can broaden as we listen to and pray for one
another.88 In group spiritual direction, we can offer ourselves as a conduit of God’s Spirit
and blessing to others and honor the relational nature of the body of Christ. Group
spiritual direction provides another example of a contemplative, relational discernment
practice.
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Attentive listening and asking questions to help a directee become more aware of
the Spirit’s work in his or her life are central in spiritual direction and are also part of a
Quaker discernment process. The Quaker approach to discernment provides a prime
example of a contemplative, relational discernment process.
The Society of Friends (Quaker)
Examples of Contemplative, Relational Discernment
Because we are called to follow Jesus, creating space for silence so that the still,
small voice of the Spirit of God can be heard is not just valuable, but necessary, in order
to more fully live into the responsibility of following the leading of Christ Jesus. For
Quakers, this is a way of life, as Paul Anderson explains:
“How do Friends worship?” They meet together in quiet waiting before the Lord.
“How do Friends celebrate the exchange of marriage vows?” They meet together
in quiet waiting before the Lord. “How do Friends conclude revival meetings or
begin planning for political activism?” They meet together in quiet waiting before
the Lord … “How do Friends make decisions, plan for the future, manage budget
and personnel decisions, and decide matters of faith and practice?” … They meet
together in quiet waiting before the Lord.89
The practice of quiet waiting upon the Lord is based on a presupposition that the Holy
Spirit, who is present within each Christian, enables believers to participate in
discernment. Frank Rogers, Jr. explains that not only are they enabled to participate—
their participation is needed. “Each person has, therefore, a fragment of God’s wisdom,
which should be listened to and respected. The fullness of the Spirit’s guidance is
discerned when everyone’s wisdom blends together to produce a decision that each
person can affirm.”90
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Quaker writer, Patricia Loring, equates the Quakers practice of listening to
contemplative prayer in which the believer is attentive to God. The listener trusts; “that
God is present with us, in expectancy that the Spirit will move in the hearts of those
present and that we may be changed inwardly for the good or guided to be part of the
upwelling of life in the situation.91 The Quaker practice of being attentive, waiting upon
God, and listening for God’s voice honors the relational nature of the Christian faith.
Thus, from a Quaker perspective, each Christian has a responsibility to be attentive, listen
to God, and participate in communal discernment, as needed.
In their book, Discerning God’s Will Together: A Spiritual Practice for the
Church, Morris and Olsen note that following the Reformation, “Quakers made
noteworthy contributions to the practice of discernment. They looked to the presence of
the Spirit to provide guidance, listened to the promptings of the Spirit in the gathered
community and followed the Spirit’s lead.”92 Quakers have much to teach us. However,
Paul Anderson cautions that learning a method based on the Quaker experience may not
always provide the guidance a believer or group is seeking, however, it can be a means to
strengthen the believer’s faith journey:
While wisdom has accrued over three and a half centuries as to how to do it well,
and sometimes even effectively, the way forward for Friends and others wishing
to benefit from that wisdom is not simply the learning of a method. Rather, the
theory and praxis revolve around engaging the dynamic reality of Divine
Guidance itself, which is and will ever be a profoundly spiritual experience. In
that sense, the Quaker decision making process deserves to be considered within
the larger endeavor of seeking to live under the lordship of Christ as a factor of
spiritual discernment.93
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Two Quaker activities, in which discernment is practiced, will be addressed in this
section. The first is the “Clearness Committee” and second is the “Meeting for Worship
where Business is Conducted.”94 Both activities honor the call to live under the Lordship
of Christ and to live with an attitude and orientation of intentional attentiveness to the
Spirit.
Prior to a Clearness Committee meeting, an individual or couple provide a written
description of what he/she/they want to discern to the committee. This written statement
includes all the contextual information needed to help the Clearness Committee in their
discernment, such as, “relevant biographical information, any pertinent factual
information, utterly un-factual intimations, longings, visions, dreams.”95 When the
Clearness Committee meets they begin with a time of silence in which the participants
focus on God and God’s desire, releasing their own views, placing the outcome in God’s
hands and praying for a mind and heart “sensitive to and accepting of nuanced
intimations of God’s will.”96 A person might offer vocal prayer, as well, and then the
committee listens to an individual or couple present his/her/their matter, and then the
meeting cycles through times of listening, questions and silent listening.97 The practice of
using a Clearness Committee for discernment honors the “role that community plays in
the process of individual discernment.98
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Loring explains what “clear” means, in the context of a Clearness Committee:
In the earliest period, the word seems to have been used in the sense of having
become free of some burden. Getting clear involved discharging one’s
responsibility to God by carrying out a leading. … Today “clear” is used more
often in the sense of coming to intellectual clarity about a leading. It is more apt
to be used in discernment of the shape of a leading than in discerning when a
leading has been fulfilled.99
Loring is indicating the dynamic and often times partial nature of discernment when she
writes of discerning the “shape” of a leading. Often a leading can be one step at a time or
a sense of God’s leading may point in a direction without showing the final destination.
Seeking to be “clear” provides an individual believer an opportunity to be faithful to
Christ, as well as an opportunity for the members of the Clearness Committee to be
faithful participants in the work of the Kingdom.
The act of listening to a believer seeking direction, listening to the Holy Spirit and
asking questions is a point of similarity between the Clearness Committees and group
spiritual direction. However, for a meeting with a Clearness Committee a written
description of what is to be discerned, including all the contextual information is
provided to the committee prior to the group meeting. This is in contrast with a group
spiritual meeting in which all the sharing is done in the meeting rather than prior to the
meeting. While the focus of the Clearness Committee is on discernment for one or two
individuals, in a Meeting for Worship in which Business is Conducted, the focus changes
to corporate discernment.
For Quakers, coming together in worship and experiencing the presence of Christ
together is an incarnational experience and a sacramental reality.100 Through the name of
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their communal activity, Meeting for Worship in which Business is Conducted, Quakers
rightly emphasize worship as the true work of the people. Worship is not a tool to
become more efficient and effective in decision-making and discernment. Discernment is
an opportunity to live incarnationally and experience the presence of Christ in a
worshipful way. As Anderson points out:
Rather than worship being drawn in as a facilitator of business—“Let’s pray so
we can be helped in our real work: the decisions at hand,” we come to see the
business of our lives as an occasion for seeking the Lord together— “The
decisions at hand provide a wondrous opportunity for the central work of our
lives: seeking the Lord’s leading prayerfully and in community.” Those are two
very different approaches. This change in perspective causes us to redefine our
understanding of “success.”101
Loring also highlights the integral aspect of worship with the Quaker practice of
discernment when she writes, “The mystical sense of the Spirit of Christ, as the head of
the corporate body—over, through, and within all—takes the search for corporate
guidance out of the realm of purely human analysis, debate, persuasion or manipulation
and into the realm of worship.”102 Through Loring and Anderson’s comments we can see
that the Quaker approach to discernment has a nuanced focus that could be valuable for
councils of the PC(USA) as they wrestle with controversial issues. The Quaker approach
to discernment invites councils to view the process of prayerful, communal discernment
as an opportunity to honor God in worship.
As Anderson points out, the measure of success for Quaker discernment is based
on the faithful act of worship and listening for God’s voice together.103 They measure
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success based on a process—worshipping and seeking God’s voice in community—and
not on a particular decision. The definition of success that focuses on the process is
different than measuring success based on a particular decision or outcome determined
through a council’s voting process. This definition of success can be freeing for councils
of the PC(USA) as they seek to be faithful and obedient to Christ. Perhaps adopting the
Quaker focus on the process rather than the decision can neutralize the temptation to be
“right” on a decision, and instead, focus on being in right relationship.
However, the way in which Quakers define success does not mean that Quakers
do not seek to understand the issue or reach consensus. They do.104 Quakers acknowledge
that no one has perfect discernment and so, along with listening together, they look for
“what God might be saying through Scripture, one another, reason, and how God has led
in the past in seeking to attend God’s leading in the present.”105 To facilitate preparation,
a person acting as the presiding officer is referred to as a Clerk and provides information
for the issues to be discussed prior to a Meeting for Worship where Business is
Conducted.
Anderson explains the responsibility of the Clerk once the group gathers:
The Clerk as the presiding officer calls the meeting together as a meeting for
worship, and beginning with either prayer or a few minutes of quiet worship is
customary. As matters are discussed, and as deliberations on important matters
ensue, the Clerk will often introduce times of prayer or quiet waiting during the
meeting, as well. ...The Clerk also will gather input from all sides of the issue,
wanting to be sure that alternative perspectives are a direct part of the
deliberations. Conducting the session as an intentional meeting for worship lifts
our focus from the mundane to the divine. Therefore, the question is not “What is
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expedient” or “What is the easiest route to take?” The goal is discerning Christ’s
will for the meeting and we believe his will is not divided, but unitive.106
As matters are discussed, the participants use spiritually probing questions for moving the
group toward the truth.107 Inherent in the prayer and silence is the posture of “utter
reliance on the grace of God’s working”108 rather than the skill or reasoning abilities of
the participants. The meeting entails an iterative process of worship, discussion,
questions, silence and prayer.
The Quaker approach to decision making and discernment differs from council
meetings of the PC(USA), in which the structure of their meetings reflects Roberts’ Rules
of Order as motions are presented, discussed and then a direction determined through
voting. In contrast, a Quaker meeting includes additional times of prayer and silent
listening. By approaching discernment and decision making as an opportunity for
worship, the Quaker example provides a corrective to a secular business approach to
decision-making that can pervade councils.
The Quaker Clearness Committees and the Meeting for Worship in which
Business is Conducted are both examples of a contemplative and relational approach to
discernment. By having an orientation towards life that incorporates attentive listening
and waiting on God together in community, Quakers reflect the concept of kavanah in
their lives and honor the perichoretic nature of the body of Christ. How might councils of
the PC(USA) conduct their business if Quaker practices were adapted to enhance council
discernment and decision making?
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Adopting the Quaker practice of listening in community is predicated on the
belief that individual believers can perceive God’s presence and direction. In addition to
seeking and perceiving God through the Scriptures and the life of Jesus, God’s people
have historically perceived God’s presence and direction through a variety of ways and
these avenues are still open to believers today. We will now review some of these
communication channels. The purpose of the review is to encourage a cultivation of skills
for the various avenues of communication.
Historical Avenues for Perception of Divine Presence and Guidance
While there is no formula that guarantees a message from God, Christians are in
relationship with a God who communicates and self-discloses due to God’s very nature.
The Triune God desires for us to join in the intimate relationship the Trinity enjoys and
that necessitates communication. God is always reaching out. As Fendall, Wood and
Bishop write, “We believe that God speaks with us all the time, whispering in our ears,
nudging our emotions, stirring our senses, and drawing us to the preferred path.”109
As the previous examples of discernment processes have shown, listening and
being attentive is critical in receiving the messages God provides. Many people have
learned to be attentive, to listen, to look, and to pray for illumination. What did they
experience? How did they experience God’s message to them? That is the topic of this
section. As communities consider how they will approach communal discernment, it is
important for the people involved to have, as Dallas Willard notes, “a clear understanding
and a confident practical orientation toward God’s way of guiding us and communicating
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with us.”110 Therefore, we will examine the following avenues through which believers
have experienced God’s communication: the Word, reason, the “still, small voice,”
semiotics and dreams and visions.
For Reformed Christians, the Word is the primary means of communication.
Dallas Willard notes, “The Word of God, when no further qualification is added, is God
speaking, God communicating. When God speaks, he expresses his mind, his character,
and his purposes.”111 The Word God uses to communicate with us is threefold: 1)
Scripture, which is the written word of God, 2) the life of Jesus, who is the Living Word
of God and 3) the preaching of the Word, which is the proclaimed Word. Through stories,
laws, poetry, metaphors, images and themes, the Word provides us with the material to
hear from God, to construct an understanding of God’s character, and to learn what it
means to be a follower of Jesus.
Along with the Word, God has given humanity the ability to reason. The great
commandment is to love the Lord our God with all our heart, soul and mind.112 That
presupposes the innate ability that we have to think and reason and, as a result, turn in
love toward God. The process of thinking and reasoning can be appealing to all believers,
although some people rely more readily on reason than others.113 When reason is the
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primary process for decision-making, the individual thinks logically, weighing the pros
and cons of alternate choices and then seeks to select the best option based on their
cognitive ability. However, a danger for group discernment is that “many persons assume
it (reason) is the only process which counts in decision making.”114
Because of the influence of the Enlightenment, Western culture emphasizes
rational processes to the extent “that many people equate knowing with the results of
reasoning and ignore or downplay other kinds of knowing, such as through the body,
intuition, imagination, and feelings. Each way of knowing offers different data to bring to
discernment.”115 This emphasis in Western culture on reason could be why some are
hesitant to embrace the “still, small voice” of God.
The “still, small voice” is another historical avenue for discerning God’s direction
that is still available to believers today. In his book on guidance, Dallas Willard speaks to
the importance of the “still, small voice” in our discernment:
It is a major point of this book that the ‘still, small voice’ or the ‘interior’ voice,
as it also is sometimes called—is the preferred or highest forms of individualized
communication for God’s purposes. The still small voice is the usual way in
which God individually addresses those who walk with him in a mature, personal
relationship, proclaiming and showing forth the reality of the kingdom of God as
they go.116
Four categories with the personality types that are relevant to this paper are the Sensors/iNtuitives
and the Thinkers/Feelers. While Sensors will look for facts, specifics, and concrete, practical solutions,
iNtuitives will rely more on speculation, hunches, and inspiration. Oswald and Kroeger, Personality Type
and Religious Leadership, 18. Thinking people do feel and Feeling people do think. However, Thinkers
approach their decision-making logically and analytically, considering the cause and effects of potential
decisions, while Feeling people are more prone to make their decisions based on the effect of the decision
on people, placing more importance upon value than logic. Fryling, Seeking God Together, 100. In any
group seeking to be discerning together, there will likely be different personality types represented in the
membership. Being aware of the different perspectives and approaches to data gathering and decision
making can help the group be more understanding and appreciative of one another.
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The voice of the Spirit is experienced in different ways. If we are to remain open to the
many ways in which God communicates with us, there must be an openness and belief
that God speaks to us with that still, small voice today. This does not imply that because
we use the term “voice” that God speaks only words. Leonard Sweet cautions believers
not to ignore the “non-rational sources of information,” that may be described as one’s
inner voice or subconscious intelligence, which is the Spirit at work providing
information that “can be quite sophisticated, significant, and accurate. We turn a deaf ear
to them at our peril.”117
Three ways will be reviewed in which the believer might experience the Spirit
communicating to his or her spirit. The first is through memory recall, the second is
intuition, and the final way is through imagination. We will then examine possible
hindrances to listening to the “still, small voice.”
The Spirit can nudge believers to recall a memory from the past that can help in
discerning present activity and future direction.118 It might be a memory of a personal or
communal experience. Other times a word, Scripture verse or passage or image pops into
our head that has a liminal quality to it. Of course, recalling Scripture is predicated on
having heard, read or memorized Scripture. Liebert refers to memories that the Spirit
helps us to recall as “touchstone moments.” These are moments in which we can recall
the sense of the Holy in the memory and relive the “qualities of that meeting with the
Holy One—the freedom, the expansiveness, the courage, the energy, the peace, the other
fruits—and use them as a kind of baseline, a paradigmatic experience of God to which we
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can compare and contrast other, less clear experiences that may occur in our
discernment.”119 It is the sense of the sacred in the memory that can provide both
encouragement and a touchstone for comparison, as individuals seek to be discerning.
An intuitive sense in the midst of discernment can also be the result of the Spirit
whispering to believers. Both Ignatius of Loyola and the Quakers regard intuition as a
means of receiving communication from God.120 However, relying on intuition only,
which may be the normative practice for people with an intuitive MBTI personality
type,121 can be risky. Liebert suggests that it is important to “reinforce and confirm
intuitions” through several other avenues.122 As an example, Liebert tells the story of
Jonas Salk and how he discovered the polio vaccine by using his imagination and
intuition to create data, which he then tested with reason.123 Likewise, we, as believers,
would be wise to accept gifts of intuition and verify the data we receive through that
avenue.
Different people can experience intuition in different ways. Liebert suggests that
some may experience a feeling that something does or doesn’t feel right, while others
may have words, thoughts, or ideas that seem to come out of nowhere.124 Liebert explains
that intuitive insights experienced through thinking, feeling or sensations are different
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from regular thinking, feeling or sensations in that “intuitions just arrive, offering
knowledge as if out of the blue.”125
A third category for experiencing the “still, small voice” is through the
imagination. We have already seen through the example of divine reading (lectio divina)
that meditation and imaginative contemplation can be a powerful avenue through which
the Spirit can communicate. As the story of Jonas Salk showed, imagination can help “get
the creative juices running.”126 Liebert sees imagination’s great contribution to
discernment as the way in which imagination can help believers “form images of what is
not immediately present, and thereby create visions of new possibilities … all without
committing ourselves to whatever we imagine.”127 Liebert is not advocating
noncommittal, but rather, advocating for believers to utilize their imagination as an
avenue through which the Spirit can work, while at the same time maintaining the
freedom to test the message received through one’s imagination and then determining
how to respond.
The idea of asking the Spirit to use our imagination for guidance and seeking the
creative energy of the Spirit to contemplate new possibilities is exactly what councils of
the PC(USA) need to consider. As Presbytery councils wrestle with how to be in
relationship with congregations who want to maintain relationships with the PC(USA)
while also aligning themselves with another denomination (such as Evangelical Covenant
Order, aka ECO), the discernment process will need to be creative and Spirit led. Because
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there is an emotional resonance within creative imagination, the emotional component
makes the use of imagination attractive for the PC(USA) councils seeking to find new
ways of being the Church. As Liebert points out, emotions move us to act.128
Contemplative practices that engage the imagination can provide a means to help
councils envision new possibilities and motivate the councils to act in new ways.
However, for some believers, the thought of allowing the Holy Spirit to be in
control and listening for the Spirit’s “still, small voice” is unsettling. The Holy Spirit is
more elusive than Jesus. In contrast, Christ Jesus seems more tangible and is someone
believers can picture. The Scriptures are also presented in a corporal “black and white”.
In his book, Five Challenges for the Once and Future Church, Loren Mead notes the
historical problem some have had with the Holy Spirit:
The Holy Spirit has always represented something unruly to the people of
the church. People who love God and love the church are always
discovering that the Holy Spirit paints outside the lines we draw to order
our church life. For two thousand years the church has staunchly
organized and structured itself. It has engaged in complex theological
struggles to clarify what it meant about God and who Jesus was and how
he related to God. But the Holy Spirit remains the unacknowledged guest
at the feast, at least partly because things get unpredictable when the Spirit
is around.129
If believers accept the Biblical witness that the Holy Spirit is the gift given to believers to
help them fulfill their call, then it seems that there should be not just a willingness to hear
the Spirit’s “still, small voice,” but an intentional, attentive listening for the Spirit’s
voice.
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Another means of communication to examine is semiotics, the term used for
seeing signs and making connections.130 Similar to intuition and imagination, signs are
best considered in light of additional means of discernment. For example, a common
statement heard when people talk about discerning God’s will is their experience of
“open and closed doors.”131 However, while something may seem like an opening, it
“doesn’t mean God has opened a door for you. And something that feels difficult and
requires a lot of effort isn’t necessarily a door you’re ‘forcing open’ that God wants
shut.”132 A sense of open or closed doors should be just one data point in discerning
God’s communication and direction.
Sweet suggests that an example of semiotics is found in the Biblical story of the
wise men who, as “Pagan semioticians,” read the signs in the heavens and ironically “got
to Jesus before the holy and righteous.”133 The wise men saw a celestial event that
seemed out of the ordinary. Signs can be an “out of the ordinary” experience or
something ordinary that has a numinous quality. At other times a series of experiences
may lead a believer to interpret the synchronicity as a sign.
A believer could experience a sign as a physical sensation in the body, such as a
sense of warmth that moves through the body or settles in one place, such as John
Wesley’s description of his heart becoming “strangely warm.”134 Human bodies are
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God’s creation and so it seems logical that bodies would “respond to the stirrings of our
spirits and to the direct touch of God’s presence.”135
Finally, dreams and visions are the last avenues of communication reviewed here.
Dreams and visions are “unusual states of consciousness,”136 which often require
interpretation or further discernment.137 Dreams or visions from God can have a quality
to them that seems to “carry more weight.”138 Marva Dawn notes that the acceptance of
dreams as a means of God communicating with believers varies around the world, and
outside of the United States dreams are more accepted.139 She suggests a reason for the
acceptance being different between cultures, “Perhaps dreams are not as useful a tool in
U.S. culture because we work too hard at analyzing them. The early saints—the Celts, for
example—and contemporary people in Africa and Latin America take dreams more
literally and humbly.”140
As this section of the chapter concludes, it should be remembered that these are
just some of the ways in which believers have historically discerned God communicating
with them. While some believers have recognized God’s voice and remained open to
Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed.” “Journal of John Wesley,” Christian Classics Ethereal Library,
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/wesley/journal.vi.ii.xvi.html (accessed December 29, 2012).
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receive God’s communication through varied avenues, why have other believers
struggled with discerning God’s communication to them? It could be the distortion due to
humanity’s sinful nature or the fact that like with any relationship, people must learn to
recognize how and when another person in a new relationship is communicating. For
example, in a new relationship people must learn what different verbal cues, such as a
change of tone, speed of speech, or pitch, might mean, as well as nonverbal cues, such as
body language. Likewise, in a believer’s relationship with God there can be a learning
curve. Willard states, “It seems that at first we must be told that God is speaking to us
and possibly even be helped to detect his voice. Only later do we come, without
assistance, to confidently distinguish and recognize his voice as his voice.”141
Conclusion
In this chapter, three claims were made in support of the paper’s thesis. First,
there is historical precedent for following a contemplative model of paying attention to
the living and written Word for discernment. Second, a decision making model of paying
attention to Christ and the movement of the Spirit and then responding accordingly is
practiced individually and corporately within a culture of listening. The third claim is that
God’s people have historically been able to perceive God’s presence and direction
through a variety of ways and these avenues are still open to believers today.
The practices of divine reading (lectio divina), the Ignatian Exercises, the Quaker
discernment practices, and group spiritual direction can all be spiritually formative and
used as contemplative approaches to discernment. Through each practice, believers are
intentionally attentive to Christ and the work of the Spirit. We saw that the Ignatian
141
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Exercises, the Quaker practices, and group spiritual direction are all practiced within a
culture of listening.
While the Exercises were not intended to be a method of discernment for a group
of people, the Exercises called for a relationship between a director and the person
making the Exercises. Seeds of future contemplative, relational discernment practices can
be seen in the Exercises. The development of group spiritual direction enlarged the
relational nature of spiritual direction by having additional people gathered together to
assist one another in discernment. The Quaker Clearness Committees are similar to group
spiritual direction, but the Quaker practice of Meeting for Worship where Business is
Conducted enlarges the relational aspect of discernment further. Rather than focusing on
listening for an individual’s discernment need, the whole group engages in discernment
for the group, itself. Engaging in relational discernment is a chance to honor the
perichoretic relationship of the body of Christ. It is also an opportunity to be intentionally
attentive to God for the purpose of responding as God leads.
Discernment is predicated on perceiving God’s presence and direction. According
to cessationism, which could be a de facto position for some members of councils, the
ways in which believers can experience God’s communication is limited. However,
avenues of communication through which God’s presence and direction can be perceived
that are valid for believers have been reviewed. These means of communication included:
the Word, reason, the Holy Spirit’s “still, small voice,” semiotics, dreams and visions.
Proving these are valid means of perceiving God’s direction is subjective and ultimately,
a matter of faith. The fact that Christian writers continue to write about these avenues of
communication and people continue to testify to their experiences is perhaps the best
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“evidence” of their legitimacy to which we can refer. Not all believers will experience
each of these avenues of communication, but my hope is that all believers will be open to
the various means by which God may provide direction.
In the next chapter factors will be examined that could help enhance or negatively
impact participation in contemplative, relational discernment practices and decision
making in councils. Self-differentiation and emotional intelligence and how they can
inform discernment and decision making practices will be explored.

CHAPTER FIVE
EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE:
ANTIDOTE TO ANXIETY, CONTRIBUTOR TO CREATIVITY
“If a leader could learn to be a well-differentiated presence, by the very
nature of his or her being he or she could promote differentiation and
support creative imagination throughout the system.”1
Introduction
Are there insights from the science disciplines that can support the thesis that the
addition of a contemplative, relational discernment model, used in conjunction with
existing rational-focused discernment practices, could help to enhance decision making in
councils of the PC(USA)? Emotional intelligence is a field of study pertinent for councils
of the PC(USA). In an article on emotional intelligence and leadership development,
Golnaz Sadri suggests that leadership development programs could be enhanced “through
a better understanding of the concept of emotional intelligence and the inclusion of
practices that aim to develop participant’s emotional intelligence.”2 Since elders on
councils are leaders and few would argue that leadership development is of no import, the
concept of emotional intelligence merits examination.
Sadri may not be aware of George Fox Seminary’s Leadership and Spiritual
Formation (LSF) program, but the very first class offered in the LSF program is
structured to help students develop self-awareness and differentiation, aspects of
emotional intelligence. The fact that students must pass the first class in the program
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before they are allowed to continue into the second year of the program indicates the
value the school places on emotional intelligence for leaders. Sadri and George Fox
Seminary are correct in stressing the importance of emotional intelligence. Not all
students were aware of the concept of emotional intelligence before their first class in the
LSF program. Likewise, while emotional intelligence is important for council members
of the PC(USA), not all members may be aware of the concept.
In this chapter we will explore three claims. First, developing one’s emotional
intelligence can positively impact discernment and decision-making. Second, by
increasing differentiation, an individual can provide better information upon which the
individual’s emotional intelligence can process and out of which the individual can
determine actions. Third, engaging in the contemplative practice of meditation can
improve creativity and reasoning for decision-making. We will begin by examining the
problem of anxiety, which can be a barrier to discernment and decision-making. We then
will explore emotional intelligence, differentiation, and their potential impact upon
discernment and decision-making.
The Problem of Anxiety
In his book A Failure of Nerve, Edwin Friedman bemoans what he sees as chronic
anxiety in the American culture:
Contemporary American civilization, despite its high level of technical
achievement, is in the midst of a regression rather than a renaissance. ...
The five aspects of chronic anxiety are reactivity, herding, blaming, a
quick-fix mentality, and lack of leadership—the last not only a fifth
characteristic of societal regression but one that stems from and
contributes to the other four.3
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One look at the political system in America and it’s hard to doubt Friedman’s
observation. Should the Church be concerned with the anxiety in the culture and among
leaders? In talking about research results of brain-damaged people and their ability to
make sound decisions, Friedman makes a statement that is telling, “Every single skewing
of perception, reasoning, discernment, decisions, judgments, and thought processes
observed in physically brain-damaged people who otherwise seem to have their intellects
intact can also be the result of sustained chronic anxiety.”4 Friedman is concerned about
how chronic anxiety is affecting leadership and decision-making. Friedman’s
observations should be a clarion call for councils. The Church is not immune to anxiety.
As previously noted in Chapter 1, there is anxiety in the PC(USA) today as Presbyterians
wrestle with polity changes and the exodus of a number of congregations from the
denomination. Friedman’s statements about the levels of anxiety in our culture begs the
question of how anxiety might be affecting perception, reasoning, discernment, and
decision making in councils of the PC(USA) and what can be done about it.
Archibald Hart explains that the human body was created to deal with stress,
which can feed anxiety, through its hormonal system, but if high stress levels become
protracted the brain can begin to shut down the hormone supply that helps to keep
humans tranquil.5 Additionally, spiking adrenaline levels in the body in response to stress
can impact brain functioning.6 Hart explains three levels of adrenaline arousal and their
impact:
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Low arousal. In this state, the mind is awake but not “in gear;” it is idling like
a well-tuned engine without consuming vast quantities of fuel. The mind is
relatively “unfocused” in a way that opens up all of its memory and resources;
it can digest thoughts and engage freely in uninhibited, free-flowing thought
Low arousal is also a state of reverie and daydreaming; it is while we are in
this state that memory recall and intuitive thinking are enhanced. This is the
state in which we achieve maximum creativity.
Medium arousal. In a medium level of arousal, the mind is wide awake and
active. The body is adequately aroused and prepared for moderate action.
High arousal. At this state, the mind is in high gear; it is highly alert and
reactive. Adrenaline flows more strongly than in the medium stage and there
is a physical and mental restlessness prompting one to action. You can see it
in people’s behavior. They pace up and down, back and forth. They tap they
foot and even become easily irritated, because they are in a state of readiness
to attack or defend themselves.7

•

•
•

Hart’s description of the adrenaline levels is pertinent to councils as they consider
how to structure their discernment and decision making practices. Hart states that
according to researchers, creative inspiration can occur “during periods of being
‘unfocused’ and in a state of ‘no demand,’”8 which Hart equates to a state of low
adrenaline arousal.9 Hart makes the point that high levels of adrenaline in the human
body suppress creativity; therefore, regulating stress can enhance creative thinking.10
Church leaders have been in council meetings wherein controversial issues were being
discussed, with adrenaline levels spiking during heated debate, followed immediately by
a vote. Is a vote taken immediately after a heated discussion the best time to make a
decision? It would appear from the description of adrenaline levels and their impact on
cognitive ability that decisions made during a higher level of adrenaline arousal may not
be the best.
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Research on adrenaline has shown that low levels of adrenaline arousal affect the
brain’s electrical activity. As Hart points out, “At low arousal, brain waves are slow,
bordering on drowsiness. The patterns they produce are called “theta” waves. At medium
arousal, brain waves are typical of wakefulness and are called “alpha” waves. At high
arousal, brain waves become faster and attention is highly focused. High-arousal brain
waves are called “beta” waves.”11 What does this have to do with contemplative
discernment practices? Research has shown that during meditation brain waves are
slowed,12 an indication of low adrenaline levels and suggestive of the value
contemplative discernment practices could have on creative thinking in decision-making.
Reducing stress through deliberate relaxation has been the subject of much
research.13 In one study, the researchers “hypothesized that there would be discernable
changes in theta and alpha brain activity during meditation, beyond those occurring in a
resting state of regular relaxation.”14 The researchers found that indeed, meditation
techniques did alter theta and alpha EEG patterns “significantly more than regular
relaxation.”15 Meditation research has shown that as a research session progresses, the
initial beta level decreases and alpha and then theta levels are achieved, “but the
progression halts short of sleep, has a pattern of response to external stimuli … and is
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seldom accompanied by drowsiness.”16 Research also has found that meditation is
beneficial to the regulation of cognitive and emotional functioning.17 This seems to
indicate that having a “cool down” time after a heated debate in a council meeting of the
PC(USA) would be beneficial before voting. However, a “moment of silence” after
discussion before councils vote would not have the same impact on adrenaline levels than
would a time of meditation following discussion and prior to a vote.
As we will explore next, emotional intelligence is about self-awareness and
regulation of emotions.18 Developing emotional intelligence, therefore, can be an
important factor in managing stress and adrenaline levels, not only for one’s emotional
health, but also for the purpose of better discernment and decision-making.
Emotional Intelligence: An Ability
After approximately two decades, research on emotional intelligence is still in its
beginning stages as compared to the 100 years of clinical assessment and research on
intelligence that led to the development of the Wechsler Intelligence scales, considered to
be the most widely used cognitive scales.19 After a challenging beginning in which some
scholars criticized and questioned the legitimacy of emotional intelligence as an
intelligence, the concept of an emotional intelligence has become mainstream with two
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often cited models being the Mayer, Salovey, and Caruso model; and the Goleman
model.20
Mayer, Salovey, and Caruso describe emotional intelligence as an ability that
includes the perception of emotions, the use of emotions to facilitate thought,
understanding emotions and managing emotions.21 For Goleman, the basics of emotional
intelligence are learning how to recognize, manage and harness feelings; empathizing;
and handling the feelings that arise in relationships.22 Mayer, Salovey, and Caruso
explain that any type of intelligence can be understood to be “the capacity to carry out
abstract thought, as well as the general ability to learn and adapt to the environment. …
Different types of intelligence are often distinguished according to the kinds of
information on which they operate.”23 In the case of emotional intelligence, the
information that is input and processed is emotional information,24 which is the
individual’s awareness of and understanding of his or her emotions, emotional patterns
and sequences, and an understanding of what the individual’s emotions are indicating
about relationships.25 As any computer operator knows, the quality of the data output is
dependent on the quality of the data input. Therefore, the quality and accuracy of the
emotional data input is important. Developing one’s ability to perceive emotions is the
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first step towards processing them, in order to regulate and use feelings in a beneficial
way.
Another way to describe this perception is self-awareness,26 which is an important
factor for both discernment and emotional intelligence. In the prior chapter, we looked at
the Ignatian Exercises and saw how the Exercises encourage the participant to be more
self-aware. The individual observing the Exercises seeks to perceive the sense of
consolation or desolation with him or herself. Emotions are part of consolation and
desolation. In the case of the Exercises, the one making the Exercises seeks to be aware
of whether his or her attention is being drawn towards or away from God through his or
her emotions or thoughts. This seems to reflect an aspect of what Mayer, Salovey, and
Caruso claim to be true about emotional intelligence, which is an ability to understand
what one’s emotions are indicating in regards to the individual’s relationships. Are one’s
emotions indicating a desire to draw closer, create some emotional distance or indicating
indifference? From the Ignatian Exercises, we can see that self-awareness is important for
spiritual discernment. From the concept of emotional intelligence we can see that selfawareness is important for attaining the emotional information upon which emotional
intelligence operates.
In the next section, we shall explore how a lack of differentiation can affect the
emotional input and emotional processing of the individual and, therefore, impact one’s
discernment and ability to make decisions. Differentiation is one way of understanding
how relationships can affect how an individual thinks, feels and acts.27 Because the
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context of this thesis is councils of the PC(USA), which by their nature are relational
entities, differentiation warrants examination.
Differentiation: A Process
The psychological concept of differentiation is way of describing an emotionally
intelligent person who has an awareness of self and can regulate his or her emotions and
act accordingly. The Bowen Center provides this explanation of differentiation:
A person with a well-differentiated “self” recognizes his realistic dependence on
others, but he can stay calm and clear headed enough in the face of conflict,
criticism, and rejection to distinguish thinking rooted in a careful assessment of
the facts from thinking clouded by emotionality. Thoughtfully acquired principles
help guide decision-making about important family and social issues, making him
less at the mercy of the feelings of the moment. What he decides and what he says
matches what he does. He can act selflessly, but his acting in the best interests of
the group is a thoughtful choice, not a response to relationship pressures.28
In this definition of self-differentiation, we can see the importance of self-awareness and
regulation, hallmarks of emotional intelligence. In noting Bowen’s emphasis on
differentiation’s impact on thinking clearly, this author is not suggesting that emotions
are not important in determining action, but rather, differentiation provides the ability to
avoid emotional hijacking.29
Edwin Friedman built on Murray Bowen’s pioneering of family systems theory
and self-differentiation and made a significant contribution in regards to systems and
leadership. Friedman has defined differentiation as “the lifelong process of striving to
keep one’s being in balance through the reciprocal external and internal processes of self28
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definition and self-regulation.”30 In Friedman’s definition of differentiation we again hear
echoes of emotional intelligence through regulation and self-definition (self-awareness).
Friedman refers to differentiation as a process, as opposed to Mayer, Salovey, and Caruso
who define emotional intelligence as an ability. The distinction that can be surmised is
that differentiation is the process of becoming more self-aware and acting on emotional
input in a healthy way (regulating), which are signs of emotional intelligence.
Differentiation provides the “emotional input” with which an individual’s emotional
intelligence ability can process to make decisions.
According to Friedman, differentiation is a life-long process that is never fully
achieved.31 In other words, no one ever reaches perfection. However, just as the Apostle
Paul noted, the direction of life for believers is to be one of continuous transformation
into the image of Perfection, Christ Jesus.32 Friedman also wrote, “Differentiation refers
to a direction in life rather than a state of being.”33 Friedman’s idea of differentiation
complements the concept of kavanah, in the sense that kavanah is also a direction of the
mind and heart and a state of awareness “bringing together the scattered forces of the
self,”34 in order to be attentive to God. Discipleship is a journey of faith with a specific
direction—moving towards God through Christ Jesus. Seeking to be differentiated can be
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seen, then, as a faithful act of obedience, as the disciple seeks to be wholly who God has
created him or her to be.
How does one identify a lack of differentiation, and therefore, a need to increase
his or her differentiation? Ronald Richardson writes of four common reactive patterns of
behavior in those who are not well differentiated. The first is compliance, which he
describes as “going along with the wishes of the other, while inwardly (maybe
unconsciously) resenting being ‘forced’ into this behavior.”35 His second pattern is
rebellion, a behavior in which a person “makes a point of doing or saying exactly the
opposite of whatever is requested.”36 The third pattern is the power struggle. Richardson
notes, “In the power struggle, each side evaluates the other as wrong and tells the other
what to do. In a sense, both parties become pursuers (as well as emotional distancers with
regard to openness about self.”37 The last pattern of reactive behavior Richardson notes is
emotional distancing. With this behavior “people just refuse to engage with the other;
they make themselves unavailable.”38 Compliance, rebellion, power struggles and
emotional distancing are obviously counter-productive for decision-making.
The term “codependency” is often used in reference to the psychological
condition of one who is not differentiated. Robert Hemfelt, Frank Minirth, and Paul
Meier have written, “Codependency is the fallacy of trying to control interior feelings by
controlling people, things and events on the outside. To the codependent, control or the
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lack of it is central to every aspect of life.”39 The issue of control for people with
codependent tendencies is relevant when considering group decision-making. The
description of codependency suggests that increasing self-awareness and moving towards
a healthy differentiation is important for the sake of any individuals with codependent
traits and for the whole group.
The problem with moving towards being well-differentiated, as opposed to
continually giving in to codependent tendencies, is that denial or an underlying pain
stemming from shame, guilt or fear can play a big part in thwarting a better selfunderstanding that would allow individuals to move towards self-differentiation.40
Because denial helps to keep painful memories buried and therefore impacts selfawareness, denial can be a “major hurdle to healing.”41 In fact, intentionally seeking to
discover the cause of denial and work through the issue is essential to healing.42
Friedman forewarns those who would strive to be well-differentiated that “no one does
this easily.”43 Facing the truth about ourselves and our experiences and becoming selfdifferentiated can be a very painful process. Henri Nouwen acknowledges this when he
writes, “We can only enter into a real intimate relation with one another when we first get
to know our own identities, often, after much pain and suffering.”44 All of these authors
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are reminding believers that life is messy. And yet God desires for believers to live into
the beauty of who God has created them to be, which involves growing in self-knowledge
and being graceful to themselves in the process, so that they can love themselves, love
others and love God.
The work of self-differentiation includes being graceful with ourselves as we peel
back the layers of denial and masks that we may have created for ourselves. Left
unchecked, denial can lead to a false sense of self or what Richard Rohr calls “our
shadow self.”45 He explains what he means and cautions leaders in the Church:
Your shadow is what you refuse to see about yourself, and what you do
not want others to see. The more you have cultivated and protected a
chosen persona, the more shadow work you will need to do. Be especially
careful therefore of any idealized role or self-image, like that of minister,
mother, doctor, nice person, professor, moral believer, or president of this
or that. These are huge personas to live up to, and they trap many people
in lifelong delusion … the more you live out of your shadow self, the less
capable you are of recognizing the persona you are trying to protect and
project. It is like a double blindness keeping you from seeing-and beingyour best and deepest self.46
Rohr’s comments are a clarion call to believers and leaders in the Church. Recognizing
and dealing with our false self, the shadow self, brings us a deeper sense of awareness
and with a deeper sense of awareness, we are able to process better emotional
information and thus, regulate our emotions for better discernment and decision-making.
Rohr has written an important book about spirituality in the two halves of life that
has implications for discernment and decision-making. Rohr suggests that some never
make it to the spiritual second half, because chronological age does not determine in
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which half one resides.47 In the first half of life people are concerned about their identity,
security, success and sexuality; it is a time of ego structuring and determining boundaries
and creating order.48 Rohr equates the first half of life to the early stages in Maslow’s
“hierarchy of needs.”49 Rohr posits, “We all want and need various certitudes, constants,
and insurance policies at every stage of life. But we have to be careful, or they totally
take over and become all-controlling needs, keeping us from further growth.”50 However,
according to Rohr, in the second half of life, certitudes are not as important and believers
come to accept that life is full of paradoxes and learn to live with the tension paradox
brings.51
Rohr bemoans the fact that our “Western dualist minds do not process paradoxes
very well.”52 However, Rohr comes to a similar conclusion that Ignatius of Loyola, the
Quakers, and other contemplative Christians have reached, in that there is value in
making contemplative practices a normative part of one’s life. In talking about the
tension of paradox, Rohr notes, “Without a contemplative mind, we do not know how to
hold creative tensions. We are better at rushing to judgment and demanding a complete
resolution to things before we have learned what they have to teach us. This is not the
way of wisdom, and it is the way that people operate in the first half of life.”53 Just as the
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historical examples of discernment have shown that contemplative practices aid
discernment, it would seem that a contemplative approach could be helpful during times
of discernment and decision making where the opposing views seem to be paradoxical.54
Having the capacity to regulate one’s emotions or anxiety about paradox seems to
be relevant to discernment and decision making practices. Developing one’s selfawareness is important to be able to respond to the tension paradox can bring. And for
Rohr, spiritual maturity is largely due to a growth in self-awareness.55 As previously
discussed in Chapter Four, contemplative practices can aid in self-awareness, spiritual
growth and the ability to discern. Although Rohr does not expound on which
contemplative practices contribute to having a contemplative mind nor how one might
engage in such practices, this paper has suggested the practice of lectio divina, or
adaptations out of the practice of lectio divina.
In this section we have explored the psychological concept of differentiation and
the importance of self-awareness. The intentional effort individuals expend on selfdifferentiation is beneficial not only for individual elders, but also for the councils on
which they serve. During this time of transition in the PC(USA), emotionally intelligent
elders are needed to be a catalyst for healthy change. Through their self-differentiation,
elders in councils of the PC(USA) can be what Edwin Friedman calls “transformers,”
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those who can ramp up or ramp down the volts, as needed.56 Friedman is alluding to the
ability to regulate their own emotions, and thus, defuse the intensity of a situation or
discussion.
Enhancing one’s ability takes effort. As a way of summarizing some of the
ground covered in this chapter, some suggestions by Hart will now be reviewed. Hart
suggests four steps to enhance creative thinking. However, beyond creativity, these steps
are also pertinent for enhancing self-awareness, discernment and decision-making. Using
the analogy of a garden, the first step is to “prepare the soil of your mind by tilling it.”57
Hart explains that tilling the soil means we prepare our minds for creative thought by
undoing some of the preconceived, negative thinking patterns of the past.”58 This step has
parallels to the process of developing emotional intelligence through increasing selfawareness and self-differentiation, preparing one’s mind for creative thought is more than
freeing up the mind to think clearly based on one’s own cognitive abilities. God tells
believers, “See, I am doing a new thing! Now it springs up; do you not perceive it? I am
making a way in the desert and streams in the wasteland.”59 Creativity from a
discernment perspective is opening one’s mind to inspiration and possibly unexpected
direction.
The second step Hart suggests is for one to seed his or her mind and then reap
what is sown.60 Hart notes, “Creative people are that way because they have taken the
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time to study, read, and expose their minds to a broad base of input information.”61 Based
on the importance of having a broad base of input for creativity, it would seem to suggest
that councils, who want to think creatively in deciding how to proceed on various issues,
could also benefit from pursuing a broad base of avenues for information. Such a base
includes reading and studying different sides to an issue, as well spending time in
contemplative modes of discernment listening to the “still, small voice” of the Spirit.
The third step is to allow one’s thoughts to germinate, which is “best
accomplished during low levels of arousal.”62 This chapter reveals that self-awareness,
emotional regulation and the contemplative practice of meditation are ways to help
facilitate the germination of creative thought.
The fourth step, reaping, is also best carried out in a low state of adrenaline
arousal.63 In the same way that higher levels of adrenaline impact creativity, it would
seem that higher levels would also impact one’s ability to attain a brain wave state
conducive for discernment. Therefore, just as in the third step, self-awareness, emotional
regulation and the contemplative practice of meditation can help enhance the creative and
cognitive ability to “reap” or determine a course of action for the council.
Conclusion
In this chapter evidence has been explored in support for three previously made
claims. First, developing one’s emotional intelligence can positively impact discernment
and decision-making. Second, by increasing differentiation, an individual can provide
61

Ibid.

62

Ibid., 198.

63

Ibid.

142
better information upon which the individual’s emotional intelligence can process and out
of which the individual can determine actions. Third, engaging in the contemplative
practice of meditation can improve creativity and reasoning for decision-making. We
have looked at concepts from natural science (human biology) and social science
(psychology) to determine if these claims are valid. If the claims were well-grounded,
they would support the thesis that the addition of a contemplative, relational discernment
model, used in conjunction with existing rational-focused discernment practices, which
can then enhance decision making in councils of the PC(USA).
What ground has been covered? Chronic anxiety can skew perception,
discernment and reasoning. Anxiety affects brain functioning by stimulating increased
adrenaline levels. The problem with increased adrenaline levels is that creativity is better
accessed during low adrenaline levels. We also learned that slower brain waves correlate
to lower levels of adrenaline and slower brain waves are conducive to creativity. If
council members are seeking creative solutions for controversial or difficult issues and
members’ anxiety rises, then there is the potential for adrenaline levels to rise, brain
waves changing and creativity and discernment to be stymied. However, we also learned
that the contemplative practice of meditation can help lower adrenaline levels and change
the brain wave patterns from a beta pattern to an alpha pattern or even to the slowest theta
wave pattern, which is conducive to creativity. While research on the impact of
adrenaline levels or brain waves through other contemplative practices was not found, it
could be possible that engaging in contemplative practices such as contemplative
(listening) prayer, which also requires slowing down and relaxing while being attentive to
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God, might also have similar results. Further study is necessary to answer this
supposition.
We also learned that emotional intelligence is an ability to perceive emotions, use
emotions to facilitate thought, understand emotion and thus manage emotions. Emotions
can feed anxiety, and thus, adrenaline levels, so being able to regulate emotions is an
important ability for council members making decisions. Developing their emotional
intelligence, therefore, can positively impact discernment and decision-making to further
the Kingdom.
Emotional intelligence is dependent on what researchers have termed “emotional
input,” meaning the emotional information one perceives. Differentiation is a life long
process that includes becoming more self-aware and regulating emotions in the context of
relationships. Through a deepening self-awareness, the type of quality information that is
needed to utilize one’s emotional intelligence can be accessed. A lack of differentiation,
however, can result skew emotional input, so self-awareness is important for increasing
one’s ability to discern and make decisions.
We learned that becoming differentiated is not easy. Denial, from a psychological
sense, is a strong deterrent to becoming self-aware. However, while painful, seeking the
underlying cause of denial is essential for healing and growth. A healthier, more
differentiated person will have better emotional input, creativity, reasoning ability and
decision-making skills.
In conclusion, this chapter has focused primarily on the individual’s emotional
intelligence and differentiation, although differentiation is understood within the context
of relationships. A person is differentiated from another person or others. The degree of
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an elder’s differentiation is relevant because of the relational nature of councils in the
PC(USA). Discernment and decision making in the PC(USA) is a relational endeavor.
Therefore, an individual elder’s self-awareness and ability to regulate emotions has an
affect on the group and may be reflected in the council’s deliberations and decisions.
Chapter Six will summarize the ground covered in this study as well present
immediately applicable proposals based on findings in the first five foundational
chapters.

CHAPTER SIX
EMBRACING A RELATIONAL MODEL OF DISCERNMENT
Dear Lord, Grant me the grace of wonder.
Surprise me, amaze me, awe me in every crevice of Your universe.
Delight me to see how Your Christ plays in ten thousand places…
I do not ask to see the reason for it all; I ask only to share the wonder of it all.1
Introduction
As Thomas Merton notes in his prayer below, the desire and the action to seek
God and God’s direction in one’s life is pleasing to God, whether or not we perfectly
discern that direction. Merton wrote,
My Lord God, I have no idea where I am going, I do not see the road
ahead of me, I cannot know for certain where it will end. Nor do I really
know myself, and the fact that I think I am following your will does not
mean that I am actually doing so. But I believe that the desire to please
you does in fact please you. And I hope I have that desire in all that I am
doing.2
Discernment is not an exact science. There are no guarantees. However, as imperfect as
discernment is, it is a component of communication between the Triune God and
ourselves, and therefore, a necessary and worthy pursuit.
In this dissertation, I have sought to make a case for incorporating a more holistic
approach to relational discernment and decision making. As we come to the end of this
dissertation, we turn to practical applications of the lessons from the first five
foundational chapters. Before presenting proposed solutions for how councils could move
towards a more holistic model of relational discernment, we will review the ground

1

Brennan Manning, The Ragamuffin Gospel (Sisters, OR: Multnomah Publishers, Inc., 1990,
2000), 103. A prayer attributed to Rabbi Abraham J. Heschel, an Old Testament scholar.
2

Henri Nouwen. Thomas Merton: Contemplative Critic, 125.

145

146
covered and examine the support for the thesis, “Would the practice of a contemplative,
relational discernment model, in conjunction with existing, rational-focused discernment
processes, help to enhance the decision-making in governing bodies of the Presbyterian
Church (USA)?
Summary of Foundational Chapters
As noted in Chapter One, this is a liminal time for the PC(USA). There is tension
and uncertainty within the denomination as congregations across the country seek to
disaffiliate with the PC(USA). In addition, local Presbytery councils are determining how
they will use the increased authority they have based on recent polity changes. For
example, a Presbytery in Seattle has the authority to structure their Gracious Separation
policy differently than other Presbyteries. In this time of change, Presbyteries and other
councils need to determine how Christ is inviting them to follow.
Presbyterians are known for doing things decently and in order.3 Presbyterian
polity encourages structure—agendas, time limits, checklists. However, while structure is
important for decision making, the process of decision making falls short without
flexibility to make space for the Spirit’s “still, small voice” to speak. As mentioned in
Chapter One, Morris and Olsen note, “People who use the process of spiritual
discernment appreciate the importance of parliamentary structure as a helpful way of
solving problems or addressing issues, but recognize the need for other complementary
approaches.”4
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We reviewed the Hebrew concept of kavanah, which involves intentional
attention with one’s whole self towards an awareness of God, involving heart and soul, as
well as will and mind. The Jewish concept of kavanah invites believers to orient
themselves towards a life of intentional attention to God. This attention includes looking
and listening for the invitations that Jesus gives believers to follow and partner with Him.
As we saw in Chapter One, discernment is a means to enhance decision-making
and yet more than decision-making. Discernment is a spiritual practice in which one is
open to the mystery of Christ and seeks the Divine presence, either alone or with other
disciples of Jesus. Discernment is a prayerful, informed and intentional effort to
distinguish the voice of God from other voices. Discernment does not guarantee an
answer to our questions, but provides opportunities for transformation, a deepening sense
of God’s love and presence in one’s life situations, strengthening of relationships with
God and others, and a means to develop deeper self-awareness. It is out of our deepened
awareness of Christ in our midst and through the empowerment of the Spirit that we can
better understand situations, as well as receive new questions or answers that will
continue to strengthen our relationships, and align us more closely with God’s desire for
us and the world.
Relational discernment is about honoring the Triune God and honoring the
relational nature of the body of Christ. Council members can honor their relationships by
having a kavanah orientation towards all of the work done in council meetings. This may
include creating space to look for the signs of the Spirit and listen together for the “still,
small voice” of the Spirit through a variety of means: worshipping together, studying
together, reflecting together, praying together, practicing lectio divina together, and then
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lovingly responding based on the best understanding of Christ’s leading. By doing so,
councils can develop a more holistic approach to discernment and decision-making.
In Chapter Two I sought to answer the question of whether or not the Bible
validates the assumption of a relational, communicating God, which is a foundational
claim for pursuing discernment. I believe that the proof of this claim is found in the
biblical witness of Jesus, the eternal logos, who is both the medium and the message.
Jesus is God’s Word to the world and the one who speaks God’s word. The incarnation of
the eternal word reveals the extent to which God will go to restore relationships and
communicate God’s love to the world.
In Chapter Two we also answered the question of whether or not discernment is a
normative part of discipleship. In seeking to answer this question we examined what
discipleship means. We saw that discipleship is a committed relationship between Jesus
and the disciple—a relationship that involves elements of education, transformation,
obedience and intimate communion. This study demonstrated that Jesus, who is the one
we follow, provides us an example for a discerning life. Prayer was an important part of
Jesus’ life as he sought to live obediently in accordance to his Father’s will. Likewise, as
Jesus’ disciples, prayerful discernment should be part of believers’ lives.
The Jerusalem council story from Acts 15 was examined as an example of group
discernment in the early church. Questions for reflection were provided that can be used
by the PC(USA) councils as they address their challenges and seek to be discerning. I
noted that the story from Acts 15 did not mention times of prayer during the process of
discernment. However, based on Luke’s prayer motif that runs through the Gospel
According to Luke and Acts, prayer is an important component of discernment and
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indirectly suggests that contemplative practices should be a part of discernment. The
examples of historical practices reviewed in Chapter Four will continue to explore the
suggestion that a variety of contemplative practices can aid and are valid for discernment.
In Chapter Three I sought to answer whether or not there are theological concepts
that support a contemplative, relational approach to discernment. The suggestion is made
that a theological foundation for a contemplative, relational discernment model centers on
the relational view of the Trinity of which the concept of perichoresis provides. A
perichoretic view of the Trinity honors the fullness of God: it avoids focusing on just one
of the persons of the Trinity. This is important for discernment because just as the Trinity
cannot be separated into different Gods, neither should our discernment be focused on
only one person of the Trinity. There is only one true God and only one source for our
discernment.
Through Jesus, believers are invited into the perichoretic life of God, and by the
Spirit, believers are enabled to live in perichoretic relationship with God and with each
other as the Church, the body of Christ in the world. We saw that the Spirit mediates the
revelation of God’s Word, presence and direction, in order to continue the work of
sanctification and to continue Christ’s mission in the world. Therefore, through Jesus and
the Spirit, believers are able to share in the perichoretic communion of Father, Son and
Spirit and glorify God.
The focus of Chapter Four was a search for a historical precedent for the addition
of contemplative, relational discernment practices to existing rational focused
discernment and decision-making practices. What we saw was that the practices of divine
reading (lectio divina), the Ignatian Exercises, the Quaker discernment practices, and
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group spiritual direction are all historical examples supportive of contemplative
approaches to discernment. Through each practice, believers can incorporate an attitude
of kavanah, being intentionally attentive to Christ and the work of the Spirit for the
purpose of responding as God leads. We saw that the historical examples are all practiced
within a culture of listening.
While the Exercises were not intended to be a method of discernment for a group
of people, the Exercises called for a relationship between a director and the person
making the Exercises. Out of the general practice of spiritual direction, group spiritual
direction was developed; enlarging the relational nature of spiritual direction by having
additional people gathered together to assist one another in discernment through listening
to the Spirit and one another. The Quaker Clearness Committees are similar to group
spiritual direction in the sense that a group acts as a director and are involved in helping
an individual discern God’s direction.
The Quaker practice of Meeting for Worship where Business is Conducted
enlarged the relational aspect of discernment further. Rather than focusing on listening
for an individual’s discernment need, the whole group engages in discernment for the
group, itself. More so than the other examples, this Quaker practice offers a model for
councils of the PC(USA). Every council meeting, whether a congregation’s Session
meeting or a Presbytery meeting, can have a worshipful approach in the structure of the
meeting and incorporate both contemplative and rationale-focused methods of
discernment and decision making. The Quakers rightly emphasize worshipping God as
first priority. Their emphasis on asking probing questions and seeking new questions that
can sometimes help the group to see and hear God more clearly is in keeping with an
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observation that Friedman has made about groups that could be imaginatively gridlocked.
Friedman suggests that such groups are:
•

•

Looking for answers rather than reframing questions (The critical difference
between what is now popularly called “a paradigm shift” and what might
otherwise be simply an innovation involves precisely this change from answer to
question. … Perpetually seeking new answers to established questions rather than
reframing the basic question itself not only betrays lack of distance necessary for
being able to even to think, much less go, in new directions. Seeking answers can
be its own treadmill. Changing the question enables one to step off.)
Caught in Either/Or thinking, a pattern that creates false dichotomies (either/or,
black or white, all-or-nothing ways of thinking eventually restrict the options of
the minds.)5

The Quaker practice and Friedman’s observations offer encouragement to councils for
discerning whether God is inviting the members to ask different questions.
Discernment is predicated on perceiving God’s presence and direction. However,
a potential problem that councils of the PC(USA) should consider in regards to
discernment and decision making is whether cessationism is a de facto position for some
members of councils. Cessationism posits that the ways in which believers can
experience God’s communication is limited. However, historically, believers have
continued to testify that they perceive God’s presence and direction similar to ways
depicted in the Bible. These means of communication include the Word, reason, the Holy
Spirit’s “still, small voice,” semiotics, dreams and visions. I concede that the proof of
these means of communication as valid means of perceiving God’s direction is subjective
and ultimately, a matter of faith. The fact that Christian writers continue to write about
these avenues of communication and people continue to testify to their experiences is
perhaps the best “evidence” of their legitimacy to which we can refer. I noted that not all

5

Friedman, A Failure of Nerve, 37-39.
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believers will experience each of these avenues of communication, but my hope is that all
believers will be open to the various means by which God may provide direction.
In Chapter Five evidence was explored to see if there was support for three
claims: first, developing one’s emotional intelligence can positively impact discernment
and decision making; second, by increasing differentiation, an individual can provide
better information upon which the individual’s emotional intelligence can process and out
of which the individual can determine actions; third, engaging in the contemplative
practice of meditation can improve creativity and reasoning for decision making. We
looked at concepts from natural science (human biology) and social science (psychology)
to determine if these claims were valid.
Anxiety has the potential to decrease creativity and to skew perception,
discernment and reasoning by stimulating increased adrenaline levels. However, we also
learned that the contemplative practice of meditation can help lower adrenaline levels and
change the brain wave patterns from a beta pattern to an alpha pattern or even to the
slowest theta wave pattern, which is conducive to creativity. While research on the
impact of adrenaline levels or brain waves through other contemplative practices was not
found, it could be possible that engaging in contemplative practices such as
contemplative (listening) prayer, which also requires slowing down and relaxing while
being attentive to God, might have similar results. Further study is necessary to answer
that supposition.
We also learned that emotional intelligence is an ability to perceive emotions, use
emotions to facilitate thought, understand emotion and thus manage emotions. Emotions
can feed anxiety, and thus, adrenaline levels, so being able to perceive and regulate
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emotions is an important ability for council members making decisions. Emotional
intelligence is dependent on what researchers have termed “emotional input,” meaning
the emotional information one perceives. We learned that differentiation, which is a life
long process that includes becoming more self-aware and regulating emotions in the
context of relationships, can help provide better emotional input and outcomes. A lack of
differentiation, however, can result in skewed emotional input. Therefore, self-awareness
is important for increasing one’s ability to discern and make decisions.
We learned that becoming differentiated is not easy. Denial, from a psychological
sense, is a strong deterrent to becoming self-aware. However, while painful, seeking the
underlying cause of denial is essential for healing and growth. Healthier, more
differentiated elders will have better emotional input, creativity, reasoning ability and
decision-making. As Friedman reminds us, the emotional systems and one’s own selfdifferentiation are more important than leadership methodologies a leader might
embrace.6 Likewise, working on our emotional and spiritual health is more important
than following a particular model of discernment. This does not negate the need to move
towards a more holistic approach to discernment and decision making, which is the
purpose of this paper.
Based on the evidence from the first five chapters, it is my belief that the addition
of a contemplative, relational discernment model, used in conjunction with existing
rational-focused discernment practices, could help to enhance decision making in
councils of the PC(USA). In the next section we will look how this might practically be
applied in council meetings.

6
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Discernment For A Time Such As This
There are several elements that are integral to the process that will be proposed.
The first is intentional attention based on the concept of kavanah, which includes the
important components of listening and looking for how the Spirit is working and inviting
councils to join in the work of Christ’s Kingdom. Being intentional about paying
attention and listening and then responding in faith to the Triune God is critical for our
practices of discernment and decision-making. However, listening is not easy. In his
article, “The Power of Listening,” Luis Bush writes, “Listening, after all, is hard work.
‘Research shows that when a person truly listens, the heart beats faster, more blood
circulates, and body temperature rises slightly’ (Smith 1992:343). For anyone concerned
about the mission of God, the power of listening is that it unveils the ways and means of
God’s working on earth.”7 The effort is a small cost of discipleship.
The second is worship, which is understood to be much more than the activities of
Sunday morning. Worship is our response to the grace of redemption and relationship.
An on-going attitude of worship invites us to remain focused on God and what God is
doing in, around, and through us, and giving God the glory. Therefore, the process I
propose is based on an understanding that everything we do and say in life should be an
act of worship and a response to the Triune God who loves us and invites us into
relationship. Dallas Willard reminds us that as we seek to discern God’s voice, we “must
be overwhelmed by and lost in our worship and adoration of him and in our delight with

7
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his creation and his provision for our whole life.”8 When we engage in discernment we
are engaging in an act of worship.
The third element is the way in which we frame and reframe questions through
the process of discernment. As we approach discernment and decision-making, we
usually have questions for one another and for God. The basic questions we have for
discernment may need to be reframed. As Stevens, Lardear and Dugger note, “Groups
often enter a discernment process with a fairly well-defined question about which it seeks
God’s will. However, the initial question may change significantly as the process unfolds,
or may even be abandoned in favor of new questions. This happens because of the nature
of discernment itself: discernment is a process of disciplined listening.”9 Leonard Sweet
adds, “Jesus was less about giving right answers than he was about getting his disciple to
think about the questions—and sometimes wanting them to marinate in the questions
without reaching any definitive answers.”10
The fourth key element is the encouragement to use contemplative discernment
practices, while at the same time using our God-given ability to reason. By incorporating
both rational focused and contemplative focused discernment practices, a council can
move towards a more holistic approach to discernment and decision-making.
The following is a proposed process for a relational discernment practice that any
PC(USA) council or group could use. The first step of the process can be for any council.

8

Willard, Hearing God, 211.
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The second step of the process is presupposing a meeting structure for a Presbytery
meeting.
Step One – Developing a Covenant For Intentional Attention
The first step is to develop and adopt a Kavanah Covenant11 for the group. Many
groups, both church groups and secular groups, develop and adopt behavioral covenants
to provide guidance and set expectations for behaviors within the group.12 Likewise, a
Kavanah Covenant can provide guidance and set expectations for the intentional
attentiveness of groups such as Presbytery councils. The Kavanah Covenant does not
supersede nor diminish the importance of the PC(USA)’s Book of Order, but rather, the
intention of the Kavanah Covenant is to provide a means by which councils can set their
intention to be attentive to God in a council meeting.13 A Kavanah Covenant might
include such things as:
1. A statement of belief in the ongoing work of Christ Jesus through the
ministry of the Spirit and our invitation to partner with God, as Christ’s
disciples, in the mission of God.
2. A statement of belief in a communicating God, our ability to hear from
God and our desire to be a discerning community together.
3. A statement of belief that worship includes the words and actions in all
parts of our lives, lived in response to the grace of God given to us through
11

This is a label I have coined to provide a means to invite a group to take ownership of being
intentionally attentive to God, with the added benefit of enhancing communal discernment and decisionmaking.
12

For example, one resource is Gilbert R. Rendle’s book Behavioral Covenants in Congregations:
A Handbook for Honoring Differences published by Alban Institute.
13

The introduction of a Kavanah Covenant should acknowledge that the Book of Confessions
contains the creeds and confessions of the PC(USA), which affirm the Trinity and other doctrinal beliefs.
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Christ Jesus. Therefore, we will seek to be attentive in all things for God’s
presence and direction.
4. A statement detailing ways in which we will provide space to hear from
God. These may change depending on the circumstances, but by being
specific, the council shows how they will be intentionally attentive in a
holistic manner. Means of being attentive will include both rational
focused methods and contemplative methods of discernment.
5. A statement acknowledging that as imperfect beings, we may bring initial
issues or questions to God for discernment, but we will be open to
changing those questions or reframing the issues as we intentionally give
God space to provide us inspiration, correction and transformation.
6. A statement acknowledging that the body of Christ is made up of people
with different gifts and that we recognize that God may speak to the group
through an individual or through a minority of people. However, we also
acknowledge that together we are responsible to be discerning and test the
spirits.
7. The covenant may include some standard questions the group might use
when engaging in discernment. These questions may include:
•

Where do we see Jesus or his invitation in this?

•

How does this further the mission of God?

•

How does what we perceive as an answer reflect God’s character?

•

How are we seeing the Triune God in others who might have
different opinions than us?

•

How are we invited to experience transformation in this situation?
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•

How are we deepening our relationships (with God, others, and a
deeper self-understanding) in this?

•

How are we maintaining openness to unexpected answers or
direction from God?

•

Are we asking the questions God wants us to ask at this moment in
time?

•

Is there a paradox in what we are seeking to understand?

•

How are we staying focused on what God is doing rather than on
what we think we should do?

•

How are we honoring God and respecting others in this?

The Kavanah Covenant can be printed and included in the materials available for a
council meeting or included in a multi-media presentation. The key is to have it available
for each meeting, in the same manner that behavioral covenants are available and used in
each meeting.
Step Two - Ordering Worship and Business
The second step is to create the docket or order of business in such a way that
allows for times of worshipful listening, reflection, celebration, decision-making, and
other elements as needed.14 The point is for council leadership to shape the docket so that
the council has opportunities to engage in a holistic approach to discernment and
decision-making. For example, the first section of the docket can be titled “Gathering
Together.” This suggested time is to gather with a song and a meditative prayer before
establishing that a valid quorum is present and approving the docket. An opening prayer
may include elements of praise, confession, thanksgiving, and supplication for guidance

14

While this is a proposal, it is understood that councils will tailor it as needed and desired.

159
that invites the listeners to engage in imaginative contemplation. This type of prayer sets
the tone for the meeting. For example:
Merciful and loving God, we stand in awe before you. We praise your
holy name. You are the almighty One, Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer.
We bless your holy name. We rejoice in your great mercy and love. Words
cannot express our gratitude for the blessings you have given us and the
gift of yourself to us. We are reminded of the time when Jesus was
hanging on the cross suffering for us while his disciples had scattered.
Help us to see how we, ourselves, turn and run away at times. Help us to
understand our motivations for what we do and say and what we leave
undone and unsaid. Are we motivated by fear or a need to control or are
we motivated out of love and compassion? It isn’t always easy to tell the
difference. We want to be holy as you have called us to be. We also want
to be as compassionate as you call us to be. Help us to see how to hold
those together. Help us to see ourselves at the foot of the cross looking up
at you. As we look into your loving gaze, speak your Word into our hearts
and minds. As we look into your eyes of love and forgiveness, help us to
release all that hinders us from fully experiencing the loving and holy
union with Father, Son and Spirit and being the people who can be
conduits of your grace and blessings to others. Help us to see how your
Spirit is at work in and through us and around us in others. Lead us and
guide us for your glory. We pray in Christ’s name, amen.
The second section of the docket is titled “Rejoicing Together” with presentations
on how God has been at work in the churches in regards to both mission and
transformation. Stories of both transformation and mission glorify God. Following the
second part, the suggested next order of the Presbytery meeting is “Breaking Bread
Together.” During the third section the members can participate in a time of songs,
prayer, sermon and communion before sharing a dinner meal with reflection questions to
be used as conversation starters for mealtime. Questions such as:
•

What has been the favorite part of your week and the least favorite part of
your week?

•

How have you sensed God at work in your church during the past month or
two?
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•

How have you sensed God at work in the Presbytery during the past month or
two?

•

How have you sensed God at work in other areas during the past month or two
that seem significant to you?

•

What has given you joy during the past month or two?

The fourth section of the docket is “Continuing to Work Together” and includes
the committee reports and business that needs to be conducted. In meetings that call for
decision-making on major, possibly contentious issues, a time of reflection or a
contemplative practice should be planned to help ease the increasing levels of adrenaline
that might be flowing prior to discussion. A short guided meditation can be led on the
passage from Luke 24:36-49 where Jesus appears to the disciples and says, “Peace be
with you.” The group is then encouraged to imagine themselves in the story, to smell the
cooked fish and hear the noise of the startled disciples when Jesus appeared. They are
invited to listen to the promise of the Spirit’s help and be attentive to Christ Jesus in
preparation for the discussion and voting.
The fifth and last section of the docket is “Review, Remember and Rejoice
Together.” This step is a practice that honors the Scripture’s call to remember what God
has done. In this case, it is to remember what God has done within and through this
particular group. The regular practice of listening and looking for God during each
meeting and celebrating God’s work strengthens the ability to be attentive as an
engrained habit. The meeting ends with reflection on the elements of the Kavanah
Covenant and how and where the group saw God at work. The importance of community
discerning together and providing feedback to one another can’t be overstressed. It is a
time to remember that we are all on this journey together and that like the Apostle Paul’s
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analogy of the body, we, as different parts of the body, are all needed to work together, as
one body.15
Stories and testimonies help to breathe life and new energy into groups. Breaking
into small groups provides space for all to review, remember, rejoice and pray together
before calling the overall group back together and closing the meeting by sharing a few
examples from the small groups before ending the meeting with prayer.
Conclusion
This proposed process is just one of many possible approaches to discernment.
The goal of this dissertation and proposal is to encourage councils of the PC(USA) to be
intentionally attentive together for what God is doing by practicing a holistic approach to
discernment and decision making. A holistic approach would include the typical rational
methods of reading, study and discussion, as well as contemplative methods of
discernment. The community will also need to remember that flexibility is always in
order when the Spirit seems to be calling for a new direction.
There may be many Presbyterians wondering if the challenges we currently face
are insurmountable. The words from Scripture encourage us to believe that nothing is
impossible with God. God desires the best for us and wants us to give our best back to
God, which is our heart.16 As we listen and seek to discern together the movement of the
Spirit in the world and God’s leading to us, we can be reminded of our communal

15
16

1 Corinthians 12.

Jeremiah 29.11, 13. “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper
you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future. You will seek me and find me when you seek
me with all your heart.”
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identity. We can be encouraged, challenged, empowered. And as we unite in listening
together, we just might hear the voice of God saying, “This is the way; walk in it!”17

17

Isaiah 30:21.

AFTERWORD
This exercise in research and writing has been an incredible gift to me. There is
more work to be done, but that will be another time. I would love to see a training
curriculum developed for councils, Pastoral Nominating Committees (PNCs) and
commissions drawing upon the material presented in this paper. I have talked to members
of teams struggling to discern God’s will. In hearing about this paper, they
enthusiastically said that this was just what they needed. However, in another council
meeting, an elder made the comment that if someone tried to tell him how to discern, he
would be insulted, because he knew how to pray. That person has a limited understanding
of discernment. This paper is not meant to insult anyone’s intelligence. The hope is that is
will open up new possibilities, new ways of approaching discernment, and a deeper
appreciation for discerning together.
Because a perichoretic view of the Trinity is “other” focused and invites
participation together, I hope to see further reflection and development of what a
perichoretic community in Christ looks like and acts like as it discerns together and
participates in the life of the Triune God. It feels as if I have just scratched the surface of
this topic.
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